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Abstract
Rather than having a consistent food policy, countries often tend to regulate food from the margins of other policy domains such
as agricultural, environmental, welfare or educational policies. Regulatory interventions perceive food as an instrument rather
than a domain with its own specific set of policy issues and view food provision as an activity to achieve certain economic, social
and environmental objectives. This fragments the food policy into disintegrated points of interventions from various policy areas
and leaves unregulated voids that can be exploited either to improve or to reduce the effectiveness of the interventions. This
article explores interlinkages between fragmented policies and regulations to offer a conceptual model linking regulated elements
of the food system. The research is a multiple case study consisting of three cases: one Finnish and two Latvian. The aim of the
study is 1) to expose the variety of perspectives used to set regulations for school meals and 2) to analyse how these regulations
are aligned by the actors implementing them. The empirical data is composed of literature, regulatory documents, interviews,
scenario workshops and media data. The results indicate that the key perspectives used to set regulatory interventions in both
countries are entitlements, health and environment. However, actors implementing regulations have remarkable space for
interpretation and manoeuvring.
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1 Introduction

The vulnerability of contemporary food systems and the con-
sequential threats to global food and nutritional security have
forced researchers to look for ways to re-think and re-structure
the practices dominating food systems (Marsden 2013). Calls
for change have been echoed by prominent thinkers, supra-
national organisations, NGOs and even the food industry,
which have urged policy-makers to rally to facilitate a shift
towards a more self-reflexive and resilient industry (see Lang
and Barling 2013, 2012; Ericksen et al. 2009; MacRae and
Abergel 2016). Recent decades have also borne the first fruits
of this turmoil. However, despite the growing number of

success stories and the numerous discussions urging the reg-
ulation of food as a separate field, for the most part, the call to
action has not managed to convince policy-makers. Food has
not become a matter of its own policy in most countries. It is
rather an instrument addressing problems faced by other po-
litically well-established domains (see Lang et al. 2002; Foran
et al. 2014). The journey calories make from farm to plate is
guided by scattered clusters of regulatory interventions
(Bradbear and Friel 2013).

Food systems governance has been divided into fields of
responsibilities (influences) which have disintegrated regula-
tory interventions and in general created a simplified percep-
tion of issues that are associated with food. Consequential
fragmentation is deeply institutionalised in the policies and
in the structure of government departments and can be the
cause of contradictive and inefficient regulations and the
emergence of unregulated grey zones (areas in between the
regulated aspects of the food system). For example, various
aspects of school meal provisioning in Latvia – production
processes (the supply side), expected nutritional characteris-
tics of meals (the demand side), funding, transaction of order-
ing and buying the products and monitoring (control) of the
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final product – are all responsibilities of different political
actors. Each of the actors pushes areas they are responsible
for in different directions as they hold different framings on
what the goals to be achieved are. Integrating these aspects of
food flows into a coherent food policy would be a noteworthy
challenge (Lang and Heasman 2004), something which is cur-
rently left to those implementing regulations (Sonnino et al.
2014).

This article analyses school meal provisioning to address
the fragmentation of food regulations and to illustrate how
actors implementing these regulations manoeuvre among
them. The article has two goals: to identify the key frames that
are used to set regulations for school meals and to use these
frames to analyse how actors implementing the regulations
align them. In the article school meals are used as an example
for an arena where diverse regulations are aligned. The field of
school meals is selected due to repeated suggestions that it has
high potential to simultaneously facilitate changes at multiple
food system levels (Sonnino et al. 2014): linking multiple
levels of governance regulations of what and how pupils eat
can support emergence of new or protect existing ways of
doing things (facilitate shifts in dominating diets, encourage
emergence of new ways of production, etc.), strengthen cer-
tain practices/products and improve their competitiveness out-
side the school, improve the health of pupils, etc. School
meals are the point of crystallisation where different food in-
terpretations are negotiated, which leads to at least partly
shared agreement of what should be served and how (Keine
and Brightwell 2015). The article analyses three cases from
two countries: Latvia and Finland. It does not compare cases
but rather uses them to underline the complexity of alignments
leading to the practical ways school meals are organised. The
frames that are used to classify regulatory interventions – en-
titlements, health and environment – have been based on the
analysis of the regulatory frameworks in the two countries and
that of theoretical literature discussing food regulations. The
analysis of cases illustrates how the regulatory interventions
are subordinated to values dominant among actors
implementing the regulations.

This introduction is followed by a section that discusses the
role competing frames have in creating new regulations. The
section also explores major frames that guide the development
of food regulations and illustrates how actors implementing
regulations need to align various frames. The third section
gives an overview of the data and methods used in this article.
This is followed by the fourth section, which discusses school
meal regulations in the two countries: Latvia and Finland. The
section uses three frames – entitlements, health and environ-
ment – to classify the thinking behind regulatory interven-
tions. The fifth section illustrates how the perspectives identi-
fied in the literature are aligned according to the vision of the
actors implementing these regulations. To do this, three cases
of school meal provisioning are analysed. Finally, the paper

concludes with a section discussing the findings. The paper
suggests that in between the frames there is a place that actors
implementing school meal regulations can use to manoeuvre
and that the final shape of how regulations are implemented
reflects local involvement with food.

2 Competing priorities

Each political issue may have a number of ways by which it
can be perceived. This serves as fertile soil for policy contro-
versies to emerge (Falk 2007). For stakeholders involved in
controversy it is a struggle to impose a particular framing over
the issue domains (incorporating them into a particular para-
digm), which means that actors compete to provide an expla-
nation about the issue. It is crucial for these actors to secure the
dominance of a particular framing; preferable and acceptable
actions to resolve any issue emerge from the perception of the
problem and the image it has (Schön and Rein 1994). With
time, these frames can change and incorporate new ideas
about how reality should be seen. However, on their own, at
any given moment, they might be incompatible, and thus it
might turn out to be impossible to introduce a description of a
situation that would be satisfactory to all interested parties.
Partly this is because frames constituting the controversy do
not emerge with the issue; rather they represent broader con-
stantly competing claims regarding how the world functions.
As such, these claims do not necessarily reflect characteristics
that are integral to the issue being solved, but rather they
concentrate on aspects that are crucial for the frame.

Literature discussing food regulations identifies three sets
of frames that have motivated policy-makers to engage with
food: productionist, nutritional and environmental (Lang and
Heasman 2004, 34). Overall, the three framings have set the
tone for how food systems are seen; how their functionality is
described and what key challenges are associated with food.
Each of these frames are characterised by its ideological con-
flicts; they are represented by at least a partly separated field of
stakeholders holding their unique targets and are surrounded
by a circle of supporting governmental, professional and non-
governmental organisations, etc. The most commonly used
frame to interpret food systems emerges from what Lang
and Heasman (2004) call the productionist paradigm. The
frame stresses under-consumption, under-production and poor
distribution as key problems food system have to resolve
(Lang and Heasman 2004, 34). Food, in this case, is
approached through notions such as food security, socio-
economic equality and welfare (see Lang et al. 2002;
Moragues-Faus et al. 2017; Timmer 2008; Grivins and
Tisenkopfs 2015), yet food entitlements are seen as a signifi-
cant policy instrument – everybody is entitled to food and the
primary concern for policymakers is to facilitate the existence
of more food at lower prices. Meanwhile, consumers are
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regarded as responsible both for the choices they make as well
as for their own health, and thus little attention is paid to the
quality of food. Overall, authors who refer to this paradigm
tend to present it as a somewhat outdated way to look at food.
This is mainly because of the narrow interpretation of chal-
lenges it associates with food systems and its focus on
entrepreneurialism.

A distinct, yet strongly related, way policy makers have
been framing food systems is by focusing on the nutritional
side of food. This perspective emerges from rising concerns
about the spread of unhealthy diets and malnutrition and the
consequential prevalence of diet-related non-communicable
diseases (Libman et al. 2015). Health is the central concern
for regulations representing this frame (Timmer 2008; Lang
et al. 2002; Moragues-Faus et al. 2017), and in this regard it
could be claimed that the perspective is solving the issues
neglected (or even created) by the productionist perspective.
Finally, researchers also discuss food regulations framed by
the environmental footprint the contemporary food industry
leaves (Timmer 2008). Related to the concerns of how sus-
tainable the current food supply networks are, these regula-
tions tend to put restrictions on food production, packaging
and waste. There are also numerous cases when the environ-
mental concerns merge with questions discussing the fairness
of trade and locality of supply chains (a direction that could be
interpreted as an attempt to combine some parts of the envi-
ronmental perspective with selected aspects of productionism)
(Kleine and Brightwell 2015; Paloviita and Järvelä 2016).

For the most part research discussing political agenda set-
ting has been looking at how consensus among the competing
frames is achieved. However, this question is relevant only for
the cases when consensus is the goal. Meanwhile, for ques-
tions that instead of being resolved are just regulated, consen-
sus does not have to be achieved. Unless the frames are
confronted, they can coexist. In cases like these the weight
of aligning the regulations emerging from competing frames
falls on the shoulders of actors implementing regulations;
mainly local level governments. For local authorities the only
way to overcome the fragmentation of food regulations is
either by introducing an overarching frame that resonates with
local needs and beliefs (Candel and Pereira 2017) or by intro-
ducing strictly technical regulations but without involving
themselves in an evaluation of the overall goals of these
interventions.

In the case of school meals, regulations must be trans-
formed into a publicly available service. Decentralisation
and inclusive/ reflexive implementation of regulations are of-
ten perceived as the most promising way to ensure effective
arrangements that tap into local strength and avoid or solve
local limitations (Kleine and Brightwell 2015, 136; Sonnino
et al. 2014). In vertically decentralised countries, the flexibil-
ity local authorities might need to align regulations is inten-
tionally created by national level policy makers (see Sonnino

et al. 2014). However, flexibility can also emerge from voids
(unregulated gaps) in between the regulations. Urban food
strategies and councils’ green and local food procurements
are just a few examples of cases which illustrate that local
level authorities can benefit from loose, intentionally
decentralised or conflicting national or supra-national regula-
tions. However, there is an even greater stack of evidence
illustrating how even promising attempts to facilitate change
can fail due to poor implementation by local authorities
(Sonnino and McWilliam 2011; Moragues-Faus et al. 2017).
Research illustrates that a lack of competencies, limited ad-
ministrative resources, a lobby of powerful actors against
changes and disbelief in positive outcomes can restrict local
authorities’ engagement (Testa et al. 2012).

Food system outcomes are determined by a complex set of
factors scattered across the frames used to interpret food pro-
visioning. Improvisation with trade-offs between these per-
spectives will shift the performance characteristics of food
systems, which, in turn, will affect people’s wellbeing
(Moragues-Faus et al. 2017). This means that there is a press-
ing need for an analysis of the trade-offs in particular contexts
(Lang et al. 2009). The perspectives identified correspond
with the very real challenges food systems face and, as such,
illustrate that each of these perspectives can serve as the
starting point for broader change (Foran et al. 2014). This
article suggests that the local response to the diversity of food
regulations is rooted in locally shared ideas of what is impor-
tant, and this can either facilitate or hamper overall intentions
originally associated with the regulations.

3 Methods

The research design consists of three separate case studies:
two from Latvia and one from Finland. This multiple case
study does not aim to perform comparative analysis per se.
Instead, the purpose is, first, to expose the variety of key
perspectives used to set regulations for school meals and, sec-
ond, to analyse how these regulations are aligned flexibly by
the actors implementing them. As a method, a multiple case
study is especially advantageous when the contexts of the
chosen cases differ, as it allows the analysis of the data both
within each situation and across situations and, hence, to un-
derstand the differences and similarities among the cases.
Consequently, different national contexts of school meal pro-
visioning enrich the research setting by exposing local stand-
points in setting and implementing regulations.

The empirical data for each case are composed of literature,
regulatory documents and interviews. In addition, scenario
workshops were used in the Latvian cases and media data in
the Finnish case. For a start, thematic analyses of literature
discussing food regulations and regulatory documents were
conducted to reveal the key perspectives (frames) used to set
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regulatory interventions. These key perspectives are entitle-
ments, health and environment.

The analysis of policy documents in Latvia (described in
section B4. School meals in two countries^) has allowed cap-
turing of the three perspectives of regulatory interventions -
entitlements, health and environment. To analyse how regula-
tory interventions connected to these perspectives are aligned
among actors implementing the regulations, two cases were
examined in-depth in Latvia: a regional, municipality led
reorganisation of school meals and a parent initiated ecologi-
cal school meals project in a private school. The data consist
of 26 thematic stakeholder interviews. The interviewees were
municipality representatives, leaders of NGOs and parent
groups, civil servants from the state departments and minis-
tries, teachers, agricultural advisors, food scientists and school
employees. Further, two scenario workshops were organised
to elaborate on the initial findings of the case studies and to
discuss the future of the school catering. The research was
carried out to address all key aspects of school meals and to
incorporate opinions of all major stakeholder groups.

The Finnish case of resources for school meals explored a
rather well known Finnish multi-actor initiative towards eco-
logically sustainable and socially responsible school meals
(Jyväskylä 2017a). Analysis relied on media data and docu-
ment analysis, as well as using in-depth interviews with key
actors. School meals are a well-established and highly
researched practice in Finland, and an abundance of policy
documents and scientific literature is available on the perspec-
tives guiding regulatory interventions related to school meals.
Thus, much of the information needed for analysis was ob-
tained by careful desktop study of secondary data.

4 School meals in two countries

To analyse how actors implementing school meal regulations
align them, an analysis of interventions structuring the domain
is needed. Using the three frames identified in the second
section of this article, policy documents regulating school
meals in the two countries have been analysed. The analysis
has allowed the capturing of three perspective regulations
representing – entitlements, health and environment (see
Table 1). The perspective Bentitlements^ is used with the same
meaning as Bfree school meals entitlements^ in other research
– it designates groups of pupils that are entitled to receive, free
of charge, meals (or receive other support in school). The
second perspective – health, designates regulations setting nu-
tritional norms, the organisation of catering and regulations
setting benchmarks for the quality of products. The third per-
spective – environment, designates environmental aspects ad-
dressed by public catering regulations.

Table 1 provides an overview of the central principles
structuring school meal provisioning in the two countries.

The table illustrates the frames used to interpret school meals.
Each frame and the regulations based on the particular frame
are advocated and maintained by a slightly different group of
stakeholders and are oriented to specific goals. The challenges
of the three frames and interpretative approaches become ap-
parent when they need to be aligned in implementing regula-
tions, as one regulatory intervention can hamper the goals
posed by other perspectives. For example, caterers operating
in Latvia’s schools have been claiming that, for some products
they serve, it is challenging to find producers able to supply
the requested amount for the right price (the quality require-
ments set by the Health frame conflict with the financial re-
strictions set by the Entitlements frame). This problem has
become even more apparent with the GPP (Green Public
Procurement) in place (the Environmental frame may conflict
with the other two frames). Also, it has been reported in inter-
views that due to the tight dietary requirements, in many cases
pupils do not recognise the taste of dishes served. Because of
this, a considerable portion of meals go to waste, which means
that the goals of both the entitlement and environment regu-
lations are undermined.

In practice, parallel regulative frames in school meals mean
that actors implementing regulations at the local administra-
tion level (which is a key governance level responsible for
school meals delivery both in Latvia and Finland) are made
to set priorities and align the policy implementation according
to often contradicting priorities. This process could be seen as
an equivalent of setting food strategies (however, without ac-
tually coming up with a strategy). This is what can be ob-
served in Latvia: in some cases municipalities and schools
use the cracks between regulations to involve stakeholders
and to come up with a commonly acknowledged set of actions
that correspond to local priorities. Meanwhile, in Finland the
same possibility to skew the regulations due to intentional
broadness is often incorporated into these regulations.

5 Three practical attempts to align
the regulations

This section uses three examples to illustrate how food regu-
lations are implemented. The examples examine how
interlinkages that actors implementing regulations introduce
to connect the frames can either strengthen the positive effects
of school meals or can be the reason why some regulations
fail. The first example ‘Failed transition’ presents a munici-
pality that enthusiastically started looking for a way to im-
prove the quality of school meals by making public health
and healthy nutrition for children one of the municipal’s
long-term development priorities. But the initiative slowly
fizzled out into inertia and failed to introduce real changes
due to a lack of dedication and the skills needed to apply
regulations skilfully and consistently. The second example
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‘Striving for sustainable diets, wellbeing and ownership’ illus-
trates a parent led private school project that, soon after its
establishment, identified sustainable food along with ecolog-
ical education and community participation as its priorities.
The project has been successfully using and combining

various regulations to develop the delivery of organic meals,
an organic kitchen and a school garden through deep engage-
ment and interaction among parents, teachers, cooks, organic
farmers and the local community. However, the case also il-
lustrates how the school’s attempt to prioritise a particular

Table 1 Regulatory frameworks in school meals in Latvia and Finland

Entitlements Health Environment

Main
correspond-
ing
regulations

LVa Cabinet regulation No 1206 (Cabinet 2010).
Regulation states that pupils studying
from Year 1 to 4 are entitled to free meals
covered by the national budget (1.42 EUR
per pupil per day).

Cabinet regulation No 172 (Cabinet 2012).
The regulation describes the nutritional
requirements of products and meals
served to pupils.

Green Public Procurement (GPP) legislation.
Cabinet regulationNo 673 (Cabinet 2014)
and official recommendations (VARAM
2016). Regulation identifies the principles
that should facilitate that procurement is
more environmentally responsible.

FI Parliament regulations 628/1998 (Parliament
1998a), 629/1998 (Parliament 1998b),
and 629/1998 (Parliament 1998c). All
pupils receive free of charge meals paid
by municipalities and other education
providers. The meals cost local authorities
anywhere from 1.67 to 8.28.

National Nutrition Council’s (VRN)
guidelines for school meals (VRN 2008)
and national nutrition recommendations
(VRN2014). The legislation states that, in
comprehensive schools, the meals should
be wholesome and appropriately
organised and tutored.

Public Procurement legislation (Parliament
2016), government resolution (Ministry
of Agriculture and Forestry 2016) and
official recommendations (Motiva
hankintapalvelu 2017). Regulations
instruct municipalities how to organise
procurement to address animal welfare
and health issues, food safety,
environmental impacts and social
responsibility.

Goal LV To ensure free wholesome meals for pupils
and to ensure equal access to food.

Healthy food choices among inhabitants and
educating pupils on healthy nutrition.

To ensure higher environmental standards
and to promote local food.

FI Healthy food choices among inhabitants and
educating pupils on nutrition. Teaching
good manners and local food culture.

To facilitate purchase of responsibly
produced foodstuffs and to promote
economic sustainability.

Main promoter LV Ministry of Welfare, local authorities. Ministry of Health. Ministry of Agriculture.
FI VRN, Finnish National Agency for

Education.
VRN, The Social Insurance Institution,

Ministry of Social Affairs and Health.
Public Procurement Advisory Unit, Natural

Resources Institute Finland.
Implementation LV At the municipal or school level. At the municipal or school level. At the municipal or school level

FI Implemented by school founders (mainly –
municipalities).

Municipalities follow VRN guidelines but
still have a lot of space for manoeuvring.

Implemented by municipalities that are
given space to introduce their own goals.

Actors
contesting
regulationsb

LV None. Ministry of Agriculture, producer groups,
consumer groups.

Ministry of Health, wholesalers and some
other entrepreneurial groups.

FI Parents (Ravintotietoiset vanhemmat
(Nutrition wise parents) Facebook group,
which is a group for parents who are
against the national nutrition
recommendations.

Parents, some municipalities, self-appointed
online nutrition professionals and
bloggers.

None.

Issues faced LV - insufficient funding to provide quality
meals;

- geographical inequality among
municipalities – wealthier municipalities
invest to ensure meals of higher quality
for more pupils;

- due to guaranteed customers, caterers lose
their motivation to ensure quality;

- high amount of food waste.

- quality demands might be hard follow (due
to inapposite infrastructure);

- pupils are not used to products described in
guidelines (food neo-phobia);

- there are claims that producers are unable to
provide products mentioned in guidelines;

- regulations put many school cafeterias out
of business.

- some actors believe that economic and
environmental factors promoted by the
GPP interests overshadow health needs;

- local administration lacks the experience,
resources and often motivation to
implement GPP;

- government agencies do not have the
means to control the execution of GPP;

- relatively little information is available
about the possible suppliers.

FI - pupils not utilising the free meals,
especially teenagers in secondary schools
in higher levels (a gendered issue as well);

- high amount of food waste;
- different quality of meals in municipalities

with different wealth levels.

- national guidelines face heavy criticism.
- contesting diets.

- municipalities centralise procurement;
- procurement legislation is not used to its

full potential (emphasising qualitative
aspects over price);

- engagement of municipalities differs;
- level of local and/or organic produce does

not necessarily suit the needs of large
caterers (wholesalers are dominating the
supply side).

a In the table abbreviations are used to denote a country – LV for Latvia and FI for Finland
bActors challenging formulations and requirements formulated in regulations
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frame has led it into open conflict with the other two framings
and how the experience of this particular school triggered
nation-wide discussions about the needed changes in the
school meals system. The third case ‘Resource Wise School
Lunch’ exemplifies an emerging practice to connect in a so-
cially and an environmentally sound way to prevent food
waste in school canteens.

5.1 ‘Failed transition’

The case of a failed transition serves as an example of how
competition between frame changes the priorities that actors
organising school meals might have. The representatives of
the municipality in the example here did not think much about
public food procurement up until 2011. Then the municipality
was invited to participate in an international project where it
was offered both intellectual and financial support to develop
a food strategy. The municipality was keen to join the project.
It was the years of economic crisis, and economic difficulties
were still felt harshly in Latvia’s countryside. Thus, food strat-
egy was at least partly seen as an innovative way to assist local
producers. With the support of researchers, multiple work-
shops were held where stakeholders had the opportunity to
discuss the goals the municipality should associate with food.
The resulting food strategy suggested that the municipality
should improve the quality of food, which according to the
strategy could be achieved by improving the nutritional char-
acteristics of food available in the municipality (health per-
spective), by strengthening local producers and by organic
production methods (environmental perspective). Back then
some municipal deputies already appeared to be sceptical
about the need for a local strategy to discuss the role of food.
Despite this, the support the municipality received from ex-
perts located outside the municipality allowed local enthusi-
asts to ignore the critique.

The strategy identified public procurement as the main in-
strument to facilitate change. Still, the contracts with the
catering service already operating in schools were signed in
2011 and were granted the enterprise exclusive rights to oper-
ate in municipal schools for the next 5 years. In fact, all the
largest municipal schools were supplied by one prominent
local caterer. However, a group of smaller schools had in-
house cooks and were not bound by the 5-years contract.
Finally, in 2014 the municipality was ready to test its good
intentions in procurement, and the smaller schools were able
to source food products locally. The municipality was well
prepared and introduced in the procurement process require-
ments that gave an advantage to local and organic producers.
The criteria set by the municipality received one complaint
from the largest product supplying company in Latvia, which
after quick consultations with The Procurement Monitoring
Bureau was rejected.

Meanwhile, word of the municipality’s efforts reached oth-
er stakeholders holding a particular interest in food. Just be-
fore the announcement of the procurement in 2014, the
Latvian Rural Advisory and Training Centre (LRATC), while
looking for arguments to convince Latvia’s municipalities to
help local small enterprises, ordered an assessment of the eco-
nomic benefits associated with local product procurement
(Korpa et al. 2015). Strategically, the municipality’s case
was chosen. The results of the study were released soon after
the procurement results were announced. The study has been
criticised for its quality: however, it reassured the actors
involved that buying locally could improve local economies.
In light of these findings, LRATC promised to assist munici-
palities and help them to overcome practical challenges that
might arise from participating in school food procurement.

The procurement in 2014 was comparatively small and
amounted to around 270,000 euros. However, 67% of this
money went to local farmers. For the municipality it was a
success – in the previous product procurement held in 2013
only around 25% of money went to local suppliers. Still, some
groups felt differently; only few of the procured products were
organically certified, few truly small producers participated
and no new producers’ cooperatives were established. These
problems could be resolved in the product procurement held
in the following year. However, in 2015 new procurement
regulations were released that raised the procurement thresh-
old for public green purchases to 42,000 EUR. Most of the
small schools, if considered separately, paid less for the re-
quired products. This was an opportunity to shift to truly local
procurement. The municipality decentralised its procurement
by giving the small local schools the mandate to buy for them-
selves the products they need. In a truly bureaucratic ap-
proach, once the function of supplying the products was allo-
cated, the municipality lost its interest in these schools.
However, the following year revealed that the small schools
were poorly equipped to negotiate with product suppliers on
their own; they lacked the competencies and resources.
Schools came back to the municipal authorities and asked to
be included in the joint catering procurement process. The
number of schools with in-house cooking decreased, while
the number of schools participating in the joint catering pro-
curement grew. The very technical approach the municipality
had in executing its plans led to a failure to benefit from the
resources it already had; small school with established links to
local producer communities.

The municipality’s next opportunity to follow its food strat-
egy was the procurement scheduled for 2016. The procure-
ment covered most of the municipality’s schools, with the
planned order exceeding a million Euro. Yet, when the
municipality’s representative responsible for school meals
was interviewed in 2016 she stated that the municipality had
dropped the unrealistic goals to procure local or organic prod-
ucts. This decision was most likely a result of the close
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relations the municipality’s deputies had with the caterer op-
erating in schools at the time. The claim was that the new goal
was to revitalise the nutritional side of school meals by intro-
ducing greater accountability of the caterer and to facilitate
dialogue among pupils, parents and the caterer. This represent-
ed a significant shift in terms of what the municipality wanted
to achieve, yet it still captured at least some priorities identi-
fied in the strategy. However, in the interviews conducted in
2017, another representative of the municipality revealed that
none of these ideas was implemented in practice, and schools
were still being catered by the same large caterer. In fact, the
caterer was now supplying food to a greater number of
schools. Meanwhile, the products the caterer used were sup-
plied by just one large logistics enterprise.

So what happened? The years following the successful
procurement in 2014 illustrated that the municipality and the
LRATC had insufficient interest, knowledge and support to
actually create conditions of procurement which favoured lo-
cal producers that could sustain itself. Furthermore, the
funding provided by the international project had been spent,
and with the absence of a clear leader the idea was slowly
disappearing. When it came to the introduction of these ideas
in practice, it turned out that they were not supported by local
deputies. Official rhetoric claimed that these fancy ideas were
what some small groups of people wanted, and that they did
not represent the interests of the local population who were
perfectly fine with the catering already provided in schools.
Indeed, having financial support from outside the municipal-
ity, those who advocated for a more responsible procurement
never bothered to ensure that they had the support from local
communities. Furthermore, it was easy for the municipality to
ensure meals for the pupils studying in the largest schools.
However, the smaller schools, once they stopped organising
their own catering, faced difficulties in attracting enterprises
willing to provide meals. For caterers these schools were lia-
bilities rather than places where profit could be made; they
were just too small to be profitable. In this context it was
convenient for the municipality to centralise the procurement
by bundling the profitable and un-profitable schools together.
Thus, the need to ensure entitlements overshadowed attempts
to improve the healthiness or environmental performance of
the meals. Due to this, as well as due to some procurement
requirements which could be interpreted as indications that the
municipality might have been inclined to continue to collab-
orate with the caterer already operating in the local schools,
only two proposals were received. One proposal was identi-
fied as non-compliant with the requirements and thus was not
evaluated at all. This left the municipality with just one pro-
posal, which had been submitted by the caterer already work-
ing in municipal schools. When the results of the procurement
were officially announced it was almost the new study year,
and the municipality was in a rush to sign the contract without
negotiating any special supervision aspects. Thus, at this point

even the ideas of additional accountability had been lost.
Despite the dynamic events and the push for change between
the two waves of procurement, the end results were the same
and even a little worse than they were before.

5.2 ‘Striving for sustainable diets’

The case of sustainable diets presents a private school’s at-
tempt to convert from conventional to organic vegetarian
school meals that was challenged by the State Food and
Veterinary Service (FVS) as incompliant with nutritional reg-
ulations: ‘We need to bring changes that we want to see in the
world’ was the slogan guiding the founding of a school in
2010 in a town located around 30 km from Riga. A group of
highly educated and well-situated parents founded the school
and were willing to provide for their children a different kind
of education; one more involved and responsible, less struc-
tured and demanding. Being a place created by active citizens
(many of whom held beliefs incompatible with the conven-
tional education system), the school quickly grew in terms of
functions it worked with. Already from the beginning it was
claimed that children should learn more about and from na-
ture, should maintain the Latvian cultural heritage and should
be looking at complex moral and philosophical issues. Food
naturally emerged as one the aspects where these themes o-
verlapped. Furthermore, with the school being open to its
surroundings acted like a sponge and absorbed various initia-
tives emerging in the town. Early on, it established a garden
that was maintained according to the principles of permacul-
ture, and it did the following: became a focal point where local
direct buying could operate, established a pop-up restaurant,
created a seed bank, attracted a highly qualified cook, became
a member of the Eco-School movement and became a pioneer
by providing its pupils with vegetarian meals. However, de-
spite the complex web of food initiatives surrounding the
school, the school on its own was not looking for a way to
change the food system. Instead, it aimed at creating critical
and responsible youth.

Although started as separate activities, most of the initia-
tives the school is involved in have turned out to be comple-
mentary. Seeds stored in the school were planted in the garden
and the garden provided some of the products used in the daily
meals, while other products were obtained through direct buy-
ing from farmers. Participation in the Eco-School movement
is a motivation to monitor food waste, while the pop-up res-
taurant served as an opportunity for parents to gather in the
school and to try the meals their children ate on a daily basis
(at these events children were involved in cooking and serving
the meals).

In its first year the school did not have its own kitchen, and
the meals were delivered from a neighbouring school.
However, it was not long before the school managed to attract
EU funding to build a kitchen, but they still could not afford
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all the equipment that would be officially required to store and
cook meat. Thus, after consulting with parents, the school
decided to offer only vegetarian meals. In the interview with
representative of the school they claimed that both the school
and the parents quickly realised the benefits of serving vege-
tarian meals; it allowed the serving of meals for affordable
prices that were morally acceptable to everybody and that
were organic, local and healthy. Depending on the age of the
pupil, the monthly payments for the food per pupil was be-
tween 20 and 40 euro. For younger pupils, part of the costs
was covered by the state. This price is close to the price that
pupils would have to pay for their meals in municipal schools.
Since then the school has invested in kitchen equipment but it
has decided to stick with vegetarian meals.

Practically speaking, ensuring organic vegetarian meals for
affordable prices requires the investment of a lot of labour.
Around one-third of the products used in catering were grown
in the school’s garden, which is currently undergoing an or-
ganic certification process. The garden is maintained by par-
ents, pupils and school staff. In order to store the harvests, the
school has used EU funds to buy two freezers and has used its
own resources to renovate the school’s basement where veg-
etables are preserved for winter. Meanwhile, around two-
thirds of products used in meals are bought through direct
buying. The school also hired a nutrition specialist to develop
optimal vegetarian menus so that the children would receive
all the vitamins they needed. The approach requires consider-
able planning and puts a lot of work on the shoulders of the
cook. However, parents and teachers have shown that in order
for this to work, they are willing to invest their time in
assisting the kitchen personnel.

The school has put a great deal of effort into ensuring that
the system functions. However, the solution introduced open
conflicts with national guidelines for nutritional norms (see
Cabinet 2012). Cabinet regulations state that all pupils should
have their weekly portion of meat (the daily requirement of
meat depends on the pupil’s age). The school has been serving
vegetarian meals to pupils since 2011, and for 5 years nobody
seemed to care about this choice; serving vegetarian food was
the way that the school could follow its environmental and
health goals while securing accessibility of the meals for ev-
erybody. This changed in 2016 when the FVS inspected the
school and ordered it to pay a 50 EUR fine for breaching
regulations and to introduce meat onto the menu. The fine
was clearly symbolic, yet it clearly illustrated that the FVS
would not tolerate any improvisation with the set norms.
FVS argued that parents’ preferences cannot repeal national
regulations. Meanwhile, during an in-depth interview a school
representative recalled that the FVS unofficially suggested
that the school should talk to doctors so that the parents might
know to ask them for a medical report stating that the school’s
pupils should not eat meat. The FVS pushed the issue of
various diets into the shadows by suggesting that vegetarian

meals are acceptable only if parents are willing to label their
children in official reports as ill. The school chose to follow a
different route and sued the FVS. The principal of the school
claimed on national TV that the real problem is that the school
serves vegetarian meals openly. According to her, many
schools were doing it, yet publicly they were pretending that
they were not (Vītola 2016) (armed with references from their
doctors these schools were pretending that their pupils were
ill). The school was ready to fight for a change in the system.

Some of the parents of pupils studying at the school were
lawyers and were keen to assist their school in this complicated
matter. Consequently, the school won the case against the state
institution, and this on its own was something that had not
happened before. However, the decision of the Administrative
District Court only had the power to lift the fine, but it could not
withdraw regulations. Not satisfied with the results, the FVS
appealed the case. The school answered by saying that it is
ready to take their case to the European Court of HumanRights.

The court had invited multiple nutritional organisations to
provide their opinion of whether meals without meat could
provide all the nutrients needed by a child. So far, independent
experts have expressed their support for vegetarian menus by
claiming that the existing regulations promote an outdated
perspective on what is a meal and that vegetarianism should
be introduced as an opt in for school meals (Pētersone 2017).
Despite this, the school lost the appeal. Meanwhile, the
Ministry of Health, the organisation that developed the origi-
nal health regulations, has been remarkably silent on the issue.
It claimed that it is following the case and will change the
regulations if needed.

5.3 ‘Resource Wise School Lunch’

The case of what constitutes a good school lunch addresses an
increasingly burning issue on food waste as a by-product of
school meals. The example examines initiatives led by local
government actors that are aimed at reduction of food waste in
school catering. The unconsumed food in school canteens and
by other food service actors poses a problem which has been
documented in a number of studies (Silvennoinen et al. 2012;
Silvennoinen et al. 2016). Some studies suggest that in
Finland up to 28% of cooked meals are wasted
(Silvennoinen et al. 2016, 187). In schools, the amount is
lower than average, less than 20%. Looking more closely at
the food wasted in schools, 2% of all waste is kitchen waste
and 5% is left unconsumed by diners, which means that the
amount of salvageable food waste available for redistribution
is just over 10% of all meals (Silvennoinen et al. 2012, 31).

Jyväskylä, a city in Central Finland, has adopted principles
of so-called Resource Wisdom as its operational guideline.
Resource Wisdom aims to establish a scalable operating mod-
el for cities to develop their regional economy and to create
sustainable well-being from a circular and carbon-neutral
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economy. Jyväskylä aspires to an operational model where
economic success can be found through responsible actions
that are not only sustainable but that also increase well-being
in the city (Jyväskylä 2017a). In the spirit of Resource
Wisdom, a group of environmentally conscious personnel of
Jyväskylä’s public utility institution responsible for public
catering (Kylän kattaus) came together to address the food
waste issue in school catering. Theywere inspired by the ideas
of a circular economy, food justice, entitlement to food, the
improved management of food waste and solidarity with
groups of the population that may experience difficulties in
accessing food, even though some of the food is being regu-
larly wasted in school canteens.

As a result, in 2013, some schools in the municipality
started to experiment selling meals not consumed by children
to other customers from the area. The price of a meal was set at
only 1.50 EUR per portion to enable potentially food insecure
people from the community to access nutritious and well pre-
pared meals which otherwise would have been wasted
(Jyväskylä 2017b, c). The experiment was advertised in hous-
ing areas where the population’s income level was low
(Jyväskylä 2017b). This experiment has since continued in
seven of the region’s schools under the name ‘Resurssiviisas
lounas’ (Resource Wise Lunch) (Jyväskylä 2017c). The
Jyväskylä school initiative for preventing food waste was
gradually picked up by other towns and municipalities that
saw the value of the initiative both in terms of its contribution
to community and its ability to reduce the amount of food
waste (for other examples see Arkea Oy 2017; Heinonen
2015; Municipality of Tyrnävä 2015; Pori 2017; Pölönen
2017; Servica 2017; Tuusula 2017.).

The organisation of surplus meals in Jyväskylä is simple:
after lunch time, the schools indicate whether there are surplus
meals available by pinning a note – either colour coded (green
or red) or in a large enough font size – to the outside entrance
of the canteen or school, which can then be easily read from a
distance and which clearly informs if there is surplus food
available. In Jyväskylä, initial experiments were conducted
only in schools where the canteens had an outside entrance,
as it was considered a possible security issue to allow visitors
in other parts of the schools during school hours. In addition, a
member of the staff was to be present during surplus lunch
distribution to oversee the activity.

The nutritional qualities of surplus food should, to some
extent, meet the guidelines set by the National Nutrition
Council (VRN), though there have not been studies on the
nutritional values of the actual meals provided. Being surplus
food, the meals will often consist of only a portion of what has
been prepared for school goers, which could mean that it is
near impossible to provide a wholesome, guideline-meeting
meal every day and to every customer. In addition, not all food
waste meets the strict regulations for food redistribution. Food
safety is strictly monitored in school canteens, and these

regulations not only pose challenges to, and to some extent
guide, the process of food surplus redistribution, but also they
ensure that the food served as ‘Resource Wise’ lunches is just
as safe as it was when it was first served to pupils. Still, despite
the challenges to stay in line with national level guidelines, the
initiative has the support of local authorities that allows it to
interpret some of the regulatory requirements more loosely.

Several factors lay behind the success and social recognition
of the Jyväskylä initiative: enthusiastic staff working in school
meals led by an active service manager in Kylän Kattaus, the
‘Resource Wisdom’ ethos as an enabling operational environ-
ment and suitable school canteen facilities. The social accep-
tance is based on proposing solutions for two important food
system challenges: the management of food waste (environ-
mental perspective) and the situation of and help for food-
insecure groups (entitlements perspective). However, the initia-
tive has also raised some criticism, mainly from local, lunch
serving restaurants. These private sector actors argue that sell-
ing surplus food at a nominal price creates distortion of compe-
tition in the region. This argument was later refuted by the City
Counsel of Jyväskylä. (see e.g. Yle 2013.) The experiment also
faced challenges and ultimately failed in the region’s care for
the elderly, as many potential diners postponed having lunch in
the canteen in order to access the discounted surplus alternative
later the same day (Melville 2017).

To summarise, the city level guidelines of Resource Wisdom
enabling the operational environment made the initiative
concerning ResourceWise School Lunches possible. Key people
working in the leading positions in the public utility institution
responsible for public catering were environmentally conscious
as well as committed to the principles of Resource Wisdom. In
addition, they had the urge and capacity to start the operation.
Because of security regulations there were also some require-
ments for the facilities where leftover food could be sold: there
has to be a separate entrance to the canteen and there should
always be a member of the personnel to supervise the operation,
although this can be worked around, e.g. by utilising associations
to distribute the meals, as some towns have done.

Starting the initiative required the reinterpretation of the
basic idea of school meals. In the framework of prevailing
norms and regulations, surplus food, which was earlier
interpreted as food waste, was turned into edible nutritious
food for the new focus group of clients. The reinterpretation
of prevailing rules is not an actual innovation. Instead, the
novel insight was to construe leftovers also as valuable food
after the primary customers, i.e. school goers had left the can-
teen. In addition to environmental concerns and prevention of
food waste, there was a social aspect of entitlement to food
included in the operation. Healthy, nutritious, surplus food
was especially advertised at the community level for people
at risk of food poverty. Consequently, Resource Wise School
Lunch provides a socially and environmentally sustainable
practice to prevent food waste in school canteens.
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6 Discussion and conclusions

This article is based on two claims: first, food systems are
regulated by scattered interventions rather than unified policy
and, second, actors implementing these diverse regulations
need to align them. To illustrate these two statements the arti-
cle focuses on the organisation of school meals in Latvia and
Finland: the article maps the regulatory interventions for
school meals in the two countries and analyses three cases of
school meal organisation.

The article combines results from an analysis of the regu-
lations of national school meals with findings from the analy-
sis of theoretical literature to introduce three frames motivat-
ing interventions in food systems. Three cases are used to
illustrate how the actors involved have organised school meals
and to show how the frames were aligned when implemented.
The first case followed the municipality as it manoeuvred
among the framings of school meals. Initially the municipality
pursued an environmental perspective in the hope that it
would help to support local entrepreneurs. Later on it shifted
its interests to the health perspective by choosing a simpler
alternative for its initial goals. Finally, in order to be able to
maintain food entitlements, the municipality dropped its orig-
inal intentions and outsourced school catering to a catering
company. The second case illustrates a school that focused
on the health dimension of food and linked it with environ-
mental concerns in order to enhance the performance of both
perspectives. The schools strived for organic and vegetarian
diets, but the chosen path has put the school in open conflict
with the state authorities. Finally, the third case indicates the
importance of the city level commitment to the principles of
so-called ResourceWisdom. ResourceWisdom aims to create
sustainable well-being from a circular and carbon-neutral
economy. Moreover, it is in tune with the Sustainable
Development Goals in whichthe UN adopted a target of halv-
ing per capita food waste by 2030.

Local actors are shaping the practical implementation of
national regulations of school meals. These actors might not
be following some clearly formulated strategies, rather their
governing decisions are influenced by particular local interests,
the values of certain stakeholders and the administrative or civil
capacity of stakeholders to adapt and enforce regulations. In
most cases actors align with regulations according to their un-
derstanding of what is important. In the cases presented here,
actors implementing school meal regulations have the space to
manoeuvre. The results achieved depend onwhat they decide to
do with this ability. By manoeuvring, these actors create their
own set of rules in regard to how government regulations are
put into place and operated in practice at the local and regional
level. For example, in the failed transition case, themunicipality
incorporated in GPP a clause that greatly reduced competition
and sacrificed the environmental and health outcomes of school
meals. However, it ensured entitlements even in the most

distant rural schools. The Finnish example and the vegetarian
meal case suggest that local level governance and alignment of
various food system stakeholders is critical for solving most
food related problems.

The cases presented underline that networks of actors
supporting particular alignments in school meal governance at
the local, municipal or city levels are of particular importance to
understanding the way regulations are implemented. The private
school example illustrates the role of motivation, knowledge and
commitment of civil society members in food and nutrition is-
sues, which allowed the school to mobilise various resources to
enable particular alignments. Meanwhile, the Latvian municipal-
ity case suggests how the inability to develop functional
supporting networks and neglecting the initiatives of civil ser-
vants can lead to simplified solutions in school meal delivery at
the expense of children’s free choice of eating healthy and tasty
meals. It is important that in all cases the actual alignment of
environmental, social and health concerns is dependent on stake-
holders’ ability to adjust and apply national and international
regulations to local conditions and development priorities.

This article discusses the regulations that are explicitly ori-
ented towards regulating aspects of school meals. However,
all these regulations have a direct impact on the ways pupils
interact with food. Furthermore, school is just one context,
which shapes children’s food habits, and there are other,
equally important, contexts: family, peers, food industry, me-
dia, advertising and informal food education. There are also
other regulations of crucial importance to understand the food
decisions made by children themselves.
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