Scotland Excel – The Multiple Benefits of Public Food Procurement
Background
The procurement and provision of healthy, sustainable food produced in line with fair work practices is a national policy objective, and the  public procurement of food is expected to be a driver for systemic change in the food sector.
This case study sets out Scotland Excel’s development and evolution of a range of food and drink frameworks, worth a collective £83 million per annum.  It demonstrates a focus on opportunities for local supply, which is one of a number of Scotland Excel’s important objectives, and describes challenges faced, approaches adopted, and lessons learned.
The intended audience for this case study comprises: 
· Procurement practitioners in public bodies,
· Businesses supplying food to the public sector or wishing to become part of the public sector supply chain,
· Catering managers, and
· Sustainability, Climate and Circular Economy specialists. 
Policy background
The Good Food Nation (Scotland) Act 2022 supports the Scottish Government’s vision for Scotland to be ‘a Good Food Nation, where people from every walk of life take pride and pleasure in, and benefit from, the food they produce, buy, cook, serve, and eat each day’. 
It places duties on Scottish Ministers, local authorities and regional health boards to produce Good Food Nation Plans. 
The 2024 consultation on the Scottish Government’s Good Food Nation Plan sought feedback on its broad policy and views on improving the food system as well as aligning with broader goals of environmental sustainability, health and economic contributions. While feedback on the Plan is subject to consideration at the time of writing this case study, it sets out six national outcomes, these will be updated following Parliamentary scrutiny in 2025 before being finalised in late 2025:
1. Outcome 1: The food environment in Scotland enables people to eat well. Everyone benefits from reliable and dignified access to safe, nutritious, affordable, enjoyable, sustainable and age-appropriate food.
1. Outcome 2: Scotland’s food system is sustainable and contributes to a flourishing natural environment on our land and in our waters. It supports our net zero and climate adaptation ambitions and plays an important role in maintaining and improving animal health and welfare and in restoring and regenerating biodiversity.
1. Outcome 3: Scotland’s food environment and wider food system enables and promotes a physically and mentally healthy population. This leads to the prevention of, and a reduction in, diet-related conditions.
1. Outcome 4: Our food and drink sector is prosperous, diverse, innovative, and vital to national and local economic and social wellbeing. It is key to making Scotland food secure and food resilient, and creates and sustains jobs and businesses underpinned by fair work standards throughout food supply chains.
1. Outcome 5: People and communities are empowered to participate in, and shape, their food system. Scotland has a thriving food culture with a population who are educated about good and sustainable food.
1. Outcome 6: Decisions we make in Scotland contribute positively to local and global food systems transformation. Scotland actively engages in learning and exchanging knowledge and best practice internationally.
The importance of promoting sustainable production and procurement of food and drink is set out here.
Food and drink served in schools is regulated by The Nutritional Requirements for Food and Drink in Schools (Scotland) Regulations 2020 (amended in 2023) as part of the effort to tackle childhood obesity.  The Regulations are based on scientific evidence and dietary advice and, for example, set a maximum limit on the amount of red processed meat that can be consumed over the course of the school week. 
The aim is to make school food healthier and increase the amount of fruit and vegetables served, whilst significantly reducing the amount of sugar available throughout the school day.
As long as the standards set out in the Regulations are met, school caterers may design menus which meet the needs and preferences of the children and young people they serve. The Regulations are supported by Statutory Guidance on Healthy Eating in Schools. 
The Setting the Table guidance provides childcare providers with standards for food provision within early years childcare.
These regulations and guidance inevitably impact on relevant and proportionate, legally compliant food procurement, and sourcing of appropriate products.
Local food supply
Making the most of locally produced food is an important priority for local authorities and other public bodies and aligns with national outcomes relating to environmental sustainability and economic prosperity.
School meals, for example, provide daily healthy and nutritious meals. These support children’s wellbeing and their learning, while ‘fostering healthy and sustainable food behaviours and a positive relationship with food and its wider social, economic, and environmental significance’. 
School food procurement can ‘help shape sustainable supply chains for the benefit of local businesses and communities as well as the environment’. (Nourish Scotland).
This may form part of a local authority’s community wealth building policy, supporting local jobs and businesses throughout supply chains.The draft National Good Food Nation Plan defines food systems in line with the United Nations’ definition as “all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructures, institutions, etc.) and activities involved in the production, processing, distribution, preparation and consumption” of food. 


To promote local and sustainable produce public bodies have the flexibility to:
· Design menus that include Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) Food;
· Specify food produced according to recognised assurance schemes, e.g. Quality Meat Scotland, MSC, Red Tractor, RSPCA, or equivalent bespoke company systems;
· Specify free range and organic food;
· Specify requirements based on menu plans that are based on freshness, high nutritional value using food in-season and flexible and frequent delivery times;
· Divide contracts into small product lots and geographic areas to encourage the active participation of local businesses; 
· Introduce a facility on some frameworks to enable small manufacturers who do not have national delivery logistics in place to bid on a supply only basis;
· Introduce a secondary price list within tenders to allow framework suppliers the choice to offer Scottish produce.
This is in the context of:
· The public sector in Scotland spends approximately £220 million on food, beverage and catering (2022-23). 
· Spend through Scotland Excel food and drink frameworks is approximately £83 million per annum. 
· Scotland Excel has helped make public sector food contracts more accessible to Scottish businesses. For example, over the past eight years, across the whole food portfolio, spending by councils on Scottish products has increased year on year, and it now accounts for more than 34% of all spend through Scotland Excel frameworks.  
Challenges faced
A number of challenges have been faced by Scotland Excel and other public bodies when seeking to identify and promote local food supply, including:
Traceability: 
There are many challenges faced in requiring greater traceability and geographical labelling of food procured/ consumed in Scotland.  These include: 
· difficulties in how to define a product’s geography. Food produce often undergoes multiple stages of processing and can incorporate multiple ingredients. How something might, therefore, be categorised as “Scottish” presents real difficulties. (e.g. would jam that is made from Scottish strawberries be defined as Scottish, even though the sugar originates from overseas? Does cattle that is finished and butchered in Scotland qualify as Scottish, despite it being born on a farm in Northern England?).
· Differentiating produce by its geographical origin can prove to be complex, if not impossible as Scotland’s food supply chain is heavily interlinked with that of the rest of the UK;
· information of the geographical origin of food procured may not be available, nor static, as it may shift across a given reporting period. The administrative burden related to food traceability on food product suppliers may result in additional costs and/or affect how and where food is produced. This would run counter to obligations to facilitate access to small to medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and the third sector to public procurement contracts. 
Carbon emissions:
While food and agriculture are major contributors to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, there is confusion regarding the impact of activities at each stage of the food system. In particular, transport is assumed to be a major factor in food-related GHG emissions. This is not the case. 
Globally 70% of food system-related emissions arise from food production, with additional emissions arising from processing, packaging, distribution, storage and waste (climateXchange).
The analysis of GHG emissions associated with food consumed in the UK found the following breakdown: 
· 29% from UK agriculture and fishing.
· 26% from imported food.
· 10% from land use change from imported food and animal feed. For example, deforestation to grow food crops.
· 6% from household energy use to prepare food. 
· 5% from energy use to manufacture food in the UK. 
· 4% from energy use by hospitality and food service.
· 4% from food packaging.
· 4% from transport within the UK. 
Further analysis of global food emissions, including within supply chains, confirms that land use change, farming and production contribute the largest share (Our World in Data 1, Our World in Data 2)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  GHG emissions data for food products procured and consumed in Scotland is limited. This is largely explained by traceability issues.] 

Dietary changes and improvements in the efficiency of food production are therefore especially critical for GHG reduction. The Climate Change Committee in 2022, for example, recommended that the Scottish Government aim for a 20% reduction in consumption of all meat by 2030, rising to 35% by 2050, and a 20% shift away from dairy products by 2030 (Climate Change Committee). 
Local supply should therefore be seen not primarily in the context of GHG emission reduction.
· There is potential for some emission reduction across the food system, dependent on the food products, production methods, location of alternative sources, the capacity of local suppliers, and the availability of relevant data.
· There are opportunities for supply chains that support local businesses, communities, jobs and skills, community wealth building and sustainable production systems. This may include opportunities for Scottish food manufacturing in under-represented areas.
· There are also opportunities to influence whole system impacts, including packaging of food products. 
· While food waste can also arise through an entire food system, the greatest relevant opportunity to minimise this may be by Scotland Excel framework users, who may, for example, be procuring for school catering services.
· These opportunities can foster pride and appreciation of Scottish food, and
· Influence Fair work practices within supply chains.    
Market considerations – volumes:
While procurement of food products by Scottish local authorities, as well as those by regional health boards and universities and colleges is significant, it is small relative to other sectors such as retail. Challenges are faced with some products. For example, producers of chicken products may defer to supermarket customers who require greater volumes, limiting the scope for local public supply. 
Scotland Excel approach
Scotland Excel has, for over 15 years, developed and evolved its portfolio of food procurement frameworks to deliver value, quality produce for councils, while also creating wider benefits for Scotland’s economy.   
Food portfolio:
There are 6 frameworks within the Scotland Excel food and drink portfolio, worth a collective £83 million per annum, supplying products to schools, nurseries, care homes and community centres. They are:
1. Groceries and Provisions framework: 3 lots – Dairy and Chilled, Dried Goods & Ambient and Crisps, Confectionery, Soft Drinks and Water.  
2. Frozen Foods. 
3. Fresh Meats, Cooked Meats and Fresh Fish.
4. Fresh Milk.
5. Fresh Fruit and Vegetables, and 
6. Fresh Bread, Rolls and Bakery Products.  
Within the Milk and Fruit & Vegetables frameworks there are lots dedicated to organic products, and all other frameworks have organic product groupings.  Scotland Excel considers the relevant and proportionate application of fair and ethical trading principles in all of its procurement activities, including specific product groupings for fair and ethically traded products within the Groceries and Provisions framework.
Supporting national policies and local authorities:
Scotland Excel supports national policy and local authorities in a number of ways. For example:
· Supporting the Sustainable Procurement Duty through the use of Sustainable Procurement Tools to help identify relevant risks and opportunities and food framework requirements.
· Ensuring frameworks meet the requirements of all relevant legislation e.g. The Nutritional Requirements for Food and Drink in Schools (Scotland) Regulations 2020 (amended 2023) and Setting the Table - Nutritional guidance and food standards for early years childcare providers in Scotland (2018). 
· Working with local authorities to ensure that relevant Good Food Nation Plans are appropriately applied in future food frameworks.
Local Sourcing – enabling Scottish businesses:
Local authorities are inevitably focused on local economic, sustainable, development. As such there may be a perception that a collaborative framework will not always match their local aims. Scotland Excel includes council representatives in its procurement process to ensure local ambitions are being incorporated as far as possible within collaborative framework arrangements.
The following provides examples of approaches within Scotland Excel frameworks to make them more accessible to Scottish businesses, thereby supporting local authority aims:
	Framework(s)
	Aim
	Action

	Frozen foods (and Groceries and Provisions).
	Enable smaller suppliers that didn’t have national delivery logistics in place to bid. 
	Suppliers able to bid to supply food only.
This approach was so successful that Scotland Excel also followed it for their groceries and provisions framework, leading to the appointment of 5 SME suppliers to that framework.
An example is an Aberdeen fish supplier, which is now in the Brakes catalogue, opening doors to other potential markets across the public and private sector in the UK.

	Groceries and Provisions.
	Support the Scottish Government’s Dairy Action Plan, to include more Scottish produce in our groceries contract for yoghurt, butter, cheese, and margarine.  
	As above and included a secondary price list within the tender to promote the availability of Scottish dairy products to give local authorities the option of Scottish products.  

	Fresh Meats, Cooked Meats and Fresh Fish.

	To bring more Scottish produce onto the meats framework, while still being in line with procurement regulations.

	Specifically ask for Scotch Beef and Scotch Lamb by including Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) in our tender. As a result, more than 77% of produce purchased on their meats framework last year was sourced from Scotland.  

	Various
	Work with suppliers to help bring Scottish SMEs on to the frameworks where possible.
	Split frameworks into different local authority areas where a supplier could bid for one, any, or all 32 local authority areas, without being penalised.  
In some cases, split a local authority into further regional lots if there were local suppliers that may be able to bid for certain parts of their authority but not all of it.  For example, divided Argyll & Bute into several smaller sublots to make it more accessible for local suppliers.


As we considered earlier spend on Scottish food products has increased to more than 34% of total spend under all Scotland Excel frameworks.  
In 2023, 77% of spend on the fresh meats, cooked meats and fresh fish framework was on Scottish produce, and 98% of milk spend is on Scottish milk.
Stakeholder engagement:
[bookmark: _Hlk188447257]Scotland Excel continues to engage with public sector stakeholders, as well as suppliers, Scottish food producers and manufacturers:
Public sector stakeholders:
· The Scottish Government, the Soil Association, Scotland Food and Drink, Quality Meats Scotland, APSE and ASSIST FM.
· Through the quarterly ‘Scottish Public Food Forum’, co-hosted by Scotland Excel, ASSIST FM and Nourish Scotland and attended by most local authorities, Scotland Food and Drink coordinators and key national stakeholders: supporting work on catering and procurement, enabling collaboration by local authority officers to share good practice.  This offers a way to effectively communicate with all 32 local authorities. This supports Catering Managers who are typically very supportive of the Scotland Excel and national aims, and who may be responsible for seeking the Food for Life Served Here award for their meals services. 
· Scotland Excel also represents local authorities on the Scottish Government Public Sector Food Forum and are members of the Scottish Organic Stakeholders Group, Scottish Government Local Food Steering Group and the Scottish Milk and Healthy Snack Scheme - Implementation and Operation Group.
· In conjunction with the Scottish Government, liaison with Governments and public buyers across other UK Nations, collaborating and sharing good practice and plans which may impact on Scottish policies and food procurement (e.g. update to Government Buying Standard for food and catering). 
Suppliers, Scottish food producers and manufacturers:
· Providing clarity of intended sustainable outcomes, including making them more accessible to Scottish businesses, ensuring that the appropriate balance of requirements is in place, avoiding an unnecessary burden.
· Understanding the market’s capability and capacity and Scotland Excel and local authorities’ ability to influence sustainable outcomes through supply chains regarding healthy, sustainable food and related issues, such as packaging, providing or signposting to appropriate support where relevant.
· Sharing good practice, such as the example of food waste reduction by McLays Foods.
· Scotland Excel encourages suppliers to work with the Supplier Development Programme (SDP), to enable them to bid effectively for frameworks. 
Lessons learned
Scotland Excel have demonstrated a focus on sustainable food procurement and supply on behalf of local authorities. Their approach has evolved over time and will continue to do so, reflecting national policy, lessons learned and challenges that remain.
The significance of food procurement
Food procurement touches on many key objectives – health and wellbeing, children’s learning, sustainable economic development, opportunities for local businesses, fair work practices and support for net zero and circular economy transition.  
Collaboration over time
Scotland Excel’s development and evolution of sustainable and local food supply is partly driven by national policy but also due to proactive collaboration with local authorities, markets, suppliers and others.
Local authorities can share opportunities for the supply of food products, through call-offs from Scotland Excel frameworks and by encouraging local suppliers to be involved.
Challenges remaining
There remain challenges. This includes the ready availability of emissions data from suppliers for food products and how best to reduce emissions relating to food procurement. For example, through menu planning rather than a focus on transportation of food. 
It is a clear aim to be able to identify the provenance (country/ region of origin for food), so that local authorities and other public bodies are clearly able to determine if the produce is Scottish and from their own region. 
The cost of establishing, and staying up to date with, provenance of food may sometimes be significant. A balance between encouraging suppliers to allocate the provenance of food, where possible, and relevant costs is therefore important to avoid barriers to participation in public procurement by suppliers.
Addressing these challenges, and others that may exist, means a focus on not just the procurement of food, but early engagement with the market by key stakeholders. This may include focussing on menu planning to alert the market to forthcoming demand and to maximise the use of fresh, seasonal, Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and PGI environmental impact produce.
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