
Poshparents are spoiling theHotSchool
Meals scheme forplainpeople of Ireland

T
heyoung fella at homehas
becomeoneof the plain people of
Irelandwhoeats theirdinner in
themiddle of the day.
Aturfwarbreaks out between

Kerry,GalwayandMayowhen
the origin of that aphorismcomes

up. It ismost closelyassociatedwithJackie
Healy-Rae.When the lateKerrySouthTDwas
first elected to theDáil, hewas being inter-
viewedonRTÉby the august BrianFarrell,who
askedhimwhohe represented. “Theplain peo-
ple of Ireland,”Healy-Rae responded. “Andwho
are these people?” the late broadcasterprobed.
“Thepeoplewhoeat theirdinner in themiddle
of the day,” the IndependentTD replied.
His son,DannyHealy-Rae, employed the

phrase a fewyears agoduring aDáil discussion
onCovid-19 restrictions onpubs. “Most of the
people I represent eat theirdinner in themiddle
of the day,” he said. Little has changed, so, for
theKingdom’s indefatigable dynasty.
Here’swhere theGalwaycrowdcome in,

though– theycredit the late FiannaFáil junior
ministerMarkKillileaJrwith coining the
phrase.Not to be left out, theMayo lads say the
lateJohnHealy, the influential journalistwith
theWesternPeople and the IrishTimes, sur-
mised that Irelandwasdividedbetween those
whoate theirdinner in themiddle of theday
and thosewhodidn’t.As an aside, “JohnHealy”
was, of course, also the original nameof one
JackieHealy-Rae.
Themultilayeredmaximaboutwhenyou eat

yourdinnerpits the traditional rural pragmatist
against themodernist urban trend-follower.
But it also conveys a sense that the cute rural

fella has his dinnerearlyas he’s beenup since
the crack of dawnworking awaywhile the city
slicker is a slowerstarter.
Regardless, awholenewgeneration ofyoung

peoplewhoeat theirdinner in themiddle of the
day is being createdwith the rollout of theHot
SchoolMeals scheme. But the programmealso
seems tohave becomeanewfront line in the
culturewars.
Froma small start of less than40Deis

schools in disadvantaged areas sevenyears ago,
the programme is nowavailable to everyprima-
ryschool in the country.Well overhalf-a-million
primaryschoolkids cannowget ahot dinner– a
mightyachievement.
Themultiplemerits of the programme range

fromensuring lesswell-off childrenget a solid
meal, through to taking thehassle out of send-
ing in a lunchbox eachdaywithnoguarantee
of the contents being eaten. Providingmeals to
childrenhas been shown to increase attend-
ance and improve concentration.
The scheme is nowcosting€300mayear.

Moneywell spent, given the societal benefits
– or soyou’d think.According to the coalition
party responsible forbringing in the scheme,
andnowin charge of theExchequer,well over
half of parents are objecting to themeals.
“More than twoout of every five respondents

(43pc) said that theyare planning to continue
to avail of thehot schoolmeal scheme in its

current format,” says a FineGael surveyof 8,000
parents.Well, that presumablymeans the other
57pc are sounhappywith the service theyare
intending to dropout.
FineGael’s “survey” also found “themajority

of parents send in ahome-prepared lunch as an
additional option”.
“Parents are alsoverycritical of howthe food

is presented and thenutritional content of
the food and there are also concerns about the
origin of ingredients, includingmeat.”
And it goes on: “Three-quarters of the re-

spondents reported their childrendonot enjoy
thevarietyof food.”
Now, FineGael doesn’t have ademographic

breakdownof the surveyrespondents, butyou
canhazard aguess at the class of peoplewho
replied.
Notably, FineGaelwasnot carrying out sur-

veys on theprogrammewhen itwas onlygoing
into disadvantaged areas. Since the schemewas
rolled out to themiddle classes, though, and it
suddenlyaffected itsvoters, the party is going
around stirringup apathy.
Nobody is saying theHot SchoolMeals

scheme is perfect, nor that substandard food
should be served to a child fromanysocio-eco-
nomic background. But nor is gruel being
served in aworkhouse toOliverTwist.
TheFineGael report also highlights how

“recent public debate” is decreasingdemand for
the scheme, as “negative publicityand rhetoric
around the scheme is… leading someparents

to opt out.”And that’s fine if someposhparents
want to home-cook their roasted free-range
quail,with olives stuffedwith foie gras and
organic quinoa salad for their child’s dinner. But
don’t spoil it for the plain people of Irelandwho
appreciate the effort.
Thewhole purpose of theuniversal rollout

was to ensure therewasno stigmaattached
to eating the freemeals. Ideally, you’d have
modernkitchens in everyschoolwheremeals
would be cookedon site using locally sourced
ingredients.
But this schemehas to serve everypart of the

country, from the largeurban schoolwith 500
pupils to the small rural schoolwith a dozen
kids.Thenegative response to the scheme from
some is rather typical of a culture of entitlement
where there is little appreciation for the range
of services theState is nowproviding.
The conclusions of theFineGael report by

SenatorLindaNelsonMurrayare allworthy
enough, andnobodywould quibblewith
improvements like enhancingnutritional
value, offering a cold option andproviding
better canteen facilities in schools. But further
investment in the scheme is dependent upon
parents placing avalue on theprogramme–not
just abandoning it.
To borrowanotherHealyism– from theMayo

Johnnot theKerryJackie: “YouknowtheAchill
man’s grace aftermeals? ‘Thanks for thenext –
we’re sure of this’.” Eatenbread is soon forgotten
all right, but tomorrow’smeal iswhatmatters.
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Thenegative response to the free schoolmeals programme is typical of Ireland’s current culture ofentitlement. Photo: Getty

‘Fine for the parentswho
home-cook their roasted
free-range quail,with
olives stuffedwith
foie gras and organic
quinoa salad. But the
whole purpose of the
rolloutwas to ensure
no stigmawas attached
to the freemeals’
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