SAFE Canteen Newsletter

(Supporting an Additive Free Environment)

September 2006

Welcome to the first edition of the SAFE Canteen newsletter, designed to support you in your desire to see positive changes in your school canteen or kinder. You are receiving this newsletter because you have expressed an interest in Supporting an Additive Free Environment in your local school or kinder. The Food Intolerance Network has received so many enquiries on this topic, we have decided to put together a newsletter that aims to assist people in developing Additive Free and/or Failsafe school canteens. We hope to offer you some ideas that can help in promoting change, suggest SAFE alternatives that can be offered for sale, and provide a forum for the sharing of support and information.  

As one of many parents (or friends) who are concerned at the effects of harmful additives in our children’s food, you are to be congratulated! It can be a daunting task to make changes to the food provided or encouraged in a schooling or childcare environment. The change process in itself is not something that many people are comfortable with, and combined with the often delicate politics of these communities, it’s a task that is generally approached with caution.   

Please contact us with product ideas, your questions, your frustrations, and particularly your success stories!  

Together we can achieve much. We look forward to sharing more with you and hearing from you soon.

Warm regards,

Jenny & Kathleen

Additive Education & Food Intolerance Network, Melbourne

Promoting Change in a School Environment 

Step One – Get yourself a copy of the School's Canteen Policy and/or Healthy Eating Policy. The Canteen Policy outlines how the school operates its canteen and what foods it will allow or encourage. It is developed by your school’s Council/Committees in consultation with the whole school community. It is not uncommon for policy to talk about the need for providing healthy foods, but in reality this may not be implemented. If the policy supports your position, refer to it in information pieces you submit for the newsletter and when talking to the Canteen Committee. If the policy is in need of change, suggest the inclusion of a simple line such as, “Our Canteen will investigate additive free alternatives where available”. Whilst it can be helpful to have the school’s policy supporting a move to healthy, additive free foods, ultimately, the policy still needs to be implemented properly, or it is irrelevant.
Step Two – Communicating information is the key step in making changes. Most schools have a health promotion budget (usually a smallish amount) that might be available to fund the purchase of one or two copies of Sue Dengate’s new DVD for the parent/teacher resource section in the school library. Publicise in your newsletter that it has been purchased and is available for borrowing. Alternatively, buying a DVD yourself is a good investment. We can post you one for $30 ($25 + $5 p&h).  

Step Three – Invite all of your school councillors, committee members, parents’ club members and the entire community via your newsletter, to a viewing of the DVD. Have a look at the DVD yourself, but I would suggest showing it until the end of the scene with Jamie Oliver, where they realise that asthma has totally disappeared since the changes made to the school’s food (approx 33 minutes). This covers the effects of additives and food chemicals on children’s health, behaviour and learning – a very good summary to get people thinking about what is actually in the food they are eating and feeding their families.  


Keep highlighting the need for, and the advantages of, changing what food is provided – for example, better focus and less conflict in the classroom and playground. It may not be “heard” the first time. Keep plugging away with sharing pieces of information (facts and figures from the website) via the newsletter, via the teachers (to the students), via the Education Committee, who will forward it on to the canteen committee. Most schools are looking for ways to attract increased enrolments. A school that is proactive in promoting healthy, additive free (SAFE) foods in its canteen demonstrates a caring, responsible attitude to prospective parents. Check out Low Additive Schools Fact Sheet.
When you get "passionate resistance" from parents or canteen managers, don't be discouraged. Some of the people most resistant to change can end up being the most supportive! Gently does it, but don't give up! It takes time for beliefs to change.

If there are still major roadblocks, ask the Canteen Committee to survey the school community about what food they would like to see available and their satisfaction with the existing menu. Offer to formulate and collate the survey. A simple survey (on school letterhead) could read:

Dear Parents & Staff, 

We ask that you take a few minutes to complete the following survey to enable us to consider the views of the school community when decisions are being made regarding the running and stocking of the canteen. All survey results will be kept confidential and we thank you for your time.  Please return the survey to school by (Date).  

Thank you

The Volunteers of the Canteen Committee 

Do you use the Canteen for lunches?

How often?

If you do not use the Canteen is there a specific reason?

Do you think the menu could be different in any way?

How?

Do you like having a canteen at our school?

The above survey made a huge difference at one school, Boronia Primary School, in Victoria. It helped members of the Canteen Committee realise that it was not just a small number of people concerned about the food being sold in the canteen. Almost half of the survey respondents wanted to see healthier food provided, with some concerns about the effects of additives, and a fair number were not using the Canteen at all due to the lack of healthy foods.

Provide feedback on the survey results to the community. If the survey doesn't give the results you expected, get more information about the effects of additives out to the community, such as the Food and Behaviour brochure (available to be downloaded or posted to you) and then try, try again! Be patient, remembering that change always takes time. Future SAFE newsletters will include more ideas and examples. 

Step Four – You will need to offer some alternatives/ways to move forward. Follow the links below to see some ideas for a low additive school canteen with failsafe options. It's all about finding, and offering, better alternatives.

Check out Low Additive Canteen Fact Sheet No 1 and Low Additive Canteen Fact Sheet No 2.
If your school has an existing canteen menu that is full of additives, suggest that the best place to start would be by changing the bread, margarine, cheese, peanut butter etc to safe brands.  Incorporate the following statement (or similar) on top of the menu:

“Foods in italics are free of or very low in harmful additives. All bread and margarine is preservative free. Recent independent research links certain food additives with health, behaviour and learning problems.” 

Start doing “Additive Audits”. Select half a dozen menu items at a time and list what harmful additives are included in the ingredients, with a brief reference to the effects (you may need to obtain the contact details of your school’s main distributors, as ingredients may not be fully listed on packaging of foods in bulk catering packs). Highlight similar SAFE products, where they could easily be substituted. Provide this information to the canteen committee/manager/parents’ club.

There may be no SAFE substitutes for some products (such as hot dogs) and if there is a fair amount of resistance to change, you may have to be satisfied, at least in the short term, with small positive improvements in what is offered on the menu. Remember, change takes time. Note – Failsafe and Additive Free Pies and Sausage Rolls are in the development stage! We will keep you posted (although these things can usually take a long time).

Making SAFE Canteens Profitable

1. 
One idea is to promote your additive free products with a SAFE sticker campaign. The following statement can be included on the top of the menu: 

SAFE (Supporting an Additive Free Environment)

Buying SAFE items in italics will be rewarded with stickers. A sticker will be put in with your SAFE lunch order item or ask for your sticker when buying a SAFE item over the counter.

Remember to highlight this SAFE campaign in the newsletter, to communicate with your canteen volunteers asking for their support in handing out stickers (and explaining why), and send a letter to the teachers asking them to discuss the SAFE promotion with their students. Once again try to access the Health Promotion budget at your school to purchase sticker sheets ($2 shops are great!) and enlist the kids’ help in cutting them into single stickers (label one container for girls, one for boys).

2. 
Another idea is to organise a tasting of new SAFE menu items with a small group of interested students. Ask the students to provide feedback to their classmates and also, via the newsletter, to the whole community. (This is a great way to decide which varieties of Tri-Pies to stock – see below).

Healthy School Canteens???

The new anti-obesity guidelines recently introduced into most Australian schools, have outlined nutritional requirements for school canteens, based on levels of fat, salt, sugar, portion size etc.  Food can fall into one of three categories – Green, Amber or Red (to be sold Often, Sometimes or Rarely). It is disappointing that the effects of additives, including flavours, sweeteners and preservatives, have not been considered in the analysis of foods. Some otherwise SAFE canteen products will fall into the Amber or Red categories, further limiting additive free product choices.  We hope to see these categories developed in a way that would encourage avoidance of harmful additives. 

What Additive Free Products can you recommend?

· Tri-Pies – Hot lavash bread wraps in six different flavours. Four are vegetarian/vegan and the other two are meat based. All are low in fat and meet the nutritional requirements for tuckshops (Amber category). Email Suzanne and ask for some promotional material to be sent to you. “When we brought two of the Tri-Pies into the canteen, we sent home the colourful brochure, “A Healthy Fast Food Story”, to every family, and also asked the teachers to read it through in class. They quickly became very popular and we now sell five of the range. Surprisingly, even the Spicy Pea & Potato (The Red One) is well accepted by students. They are becoming very popular with teachers too!” Contact Tri-Pies on (07) 3823 4755.   
· Ajitas Vege Chips – 25g bags. Free of all hidden nasties, with 40% less fat than most chips (Amber category). Check out the flavours on the website below. “Natural” flavour is a good option, as it is the lowest in natural food chemicals (ie natural chemicals/flavours are used in unnatural amounts in many of our processed foods). Contact Ajitas on toll free number 1800 730 135 or Victorian distributors, Mighty Mo Distributers on (03) 9702 3199.
· Willow Chocolate Bars – 20g. Free from peanuts, tree nuts, eggs, gluten and artificial food additives and preservatives. Milk chocolate, rich dark chocolate and creamy white chocolate, with increased cocoa content and decreased sugar content. The fat content is now made up of a significant amount of unsaturated fats. Whilst Willow does not meet the existing nutritional requirements for school canteens, we believe it is better than other chocolate flavoured, colour filled products. Pure chocolate in a small portion size. Contact Willow on (03) 9587 1079.  

Some Helpful Hints

· When discussing your child's dietary requirements with caregivers, it can have more impact to say “allergy” rather than “intolerance”. We KNOW it is incorrect, however, a lot of people will not give a reported intolerance the care that it deserves. On the other hand, a reported allergy will generally be noted with care.
· Keep pieces of iced cake in the school/kinder/after school care freezer for birthdays and special occasions (in named bags/containers), together with failsafe/additive free lolly bags, with the teacher, or in the fridge (also named).   

Future SAFE Canteen Newsletters
· Food swapping in schools
· More additive free product suggestions
· Lobbying/letter writing re: “healthy” school canteen guidelines
· Some examples of school newsletter information articles 
· Your stories and feedback on the SAFE canteen newsletter
Thank you for taking the time to read this first edition of the SAFE Canteen Newsletter. Your feedback is important to the success of future newsletters. Please send an email with “SAFE Feedback” in the subject line to safenewsletter@additiveeducation.com.au.

Note – work is underway on a website which will enable you direct access to SAFE Canteen Resources Online. 

To subscribe to this newsletter send an email to safenewsletter@additiveeducation.com.au with “Subscribe to SAFE” in the subject line. Give us a brief run down on where you hail from and what stage you are at. 

Privacy policy: no details of correspondents are provided to any other parties; where names are used it is with the express permission of those whose names appear. Note that the SAFE Canteen Newsletter and the Food Intolerance Network do not receive funding from any industry or lobby group.  
When we refer to your “School” throughout this newsletter, it can equally mean your Kinder, Preschool, Childcare, or After School Care.  























