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UNISON and GMB are totally opposed to the outsourcing and privatisation of the Meals at Home service (providing meals in resource and day centres and at home).

The City Council claims to be saving money but the bid from Fresh Community Meals (a subsidiary of the Danish based ISS transnational) has all the hallmarks of a loss leader bid (contractors subsidise a contract in the early years in order to increase their market share). 

This means that the contractor will be seeking to recoup initial costs later in the contract. We believe the price difference between the in-house bid and Fresh CM will be systematically eroded.

Our analysis of the proposal concluded that the contract is not sustainable in maintaining service standards, value for money and the quality of jobs.

The proposal has many other flaws:

· Inadequate safeguards for the quality of meals.

· Failed to meet all the employment conditions in the original bid and at the clarification stage – this could mean job losses and changes to terms and conditions.

· Creation of a frozen food chain – Fresh CM but in frozen meals – and these are almost certain to replace freshly cooked meals at resource and day centres.

· Increase the likelihood of the daily meal service being replaced by fortnightly delivery of frozen meals and the loss of the daily vital ‘safe and well’ checks.

“This decision must be called-in by Scrutiny Panel so that the full implications and risks can be examined in detail” stated Josie Howell, UNISON branch chairperson. “We have already seen what happened when the same approach was applied in school meals and hospital catering. The Government was forced to increase spending and national campaigns were launched to improve the quality of food. Older people in Newcastle want more choice but not at the expense of quality.”

“GMB members, many of whom have 20 years service, are very concerned about the quality of frozen food and the threat to their jobs, terms and conditions” said Colin Burr, GMB Branch Secretary.
Meals blunder leaves bosses in the soup

Evening Chronicle

Dec 5 2007 by Peter Young, Evening Chronicle

COUNCIL bosses have done an astonishing U-turn and scrapped plans to privatize Newcastle’s meals-on-wheels service. It follows an embarrassing blunder over the pricing of the contract. The city council was on the brink of awarding a five year deal to a private provider when officials discovered the figures were wrong.

Even though they’d been warned by union officials, officers advised members of the procurement committee two weeks ago to accept the bid, by London-based Fresh Community Meals (FCM). Councillors, who say they acted in good faith, have now been forced to rescind the decision at a hastily convened special meeting of the committee and an inquiry has been ordered into what went wrong.

The fiasco has left a £2m black hole in the adult social services budget over the next five years and the Liberal Democrat-run council has been accused by opposition Labour leaders of incompetence.

Following the U-turn, the council’s own neighbourhood services department will continue to provide meals at home and at resource and day centres for elderly and vulnerable people. Managers have been ordered to draw up an improvement plan or the council may revive the privatisation option. Councillors are concerned that the present service does not provide customers with enough choice.

Three bids were received, including FCM and neighbourhood services, and after evaluating price, quality and choice, officials recommended that FCM was selected as the preferred supplier. However, it has now emerged that the FCM bid was based on the incorrect assumption that on top of £4.67 for each meal, it would also keep the £2.20 paid by customers. The others did not make that assumption.

Councillors and unions are astonished that confusion arose over such a basic point a year after the process started. Members have asked for a report into what went wrong and internal auditors will make proposals to tighten up procurement procedures. Unison branch secretary, Kenny Bell, said: “What has now been decided is the approach they should have adopted in the first place.’’

Coun Nick Forbes, leader of the opposition Labour group, said: “This demonstrates astonishing incompetence. A very badly handled situation has turned into farce.’’

Coun Anita Lower, Lib Dem chairman of the procurement committee, said: “Members were surprised and concerned it got to this stage before these problems were highlighted.”

Frozen meals ‘could be fatal’ to pensioners

Oct 16 2007 by Urmee Khan, The Journal

PENSIONERS groups last night warned of extra winter deaths among the elderly if council bosses agree to contract-out meals-on-wheels services.

Newcastle Council is considering putting the hot meals service into private hands, which could save the authority £400,000 a year – almost half its current spend.

Union leaders have launched a campaign to keep the service, which provides 1,300 hot, fresh meals for the most vulnerable people in the city, as the in-house team has bid to keep running the service.

They claim private firms would cook and freeze meals as far away London and bring them to the North-East, and that the current standard of food could not be maintained at half the current council budget of £821,040. Newcastle Council said the move could boost choice and nutritional standards, but the move has met a barrage of criticism.

John Berry, secretary of the North-East Pensioners Association, said: “This is not good news for pensioners. Lets face it, elderly people deserve more respect than this.

“With the winter coming, we need to look after the elderly and the disabled. Frozen food is nutritionally bad and our 20,000 affiliated members will be shocked at these cruel proposals, which may be fatal in the winter months.”

Currently the meals cost £2.10 (£4.41 including transport). Unison claim Newcastle Council could save more than £2m over five years if it contracts out the service.

Council branch secretary for Unison, Kenny Bell, said: “How can the council consider the provision of frozen meals for the old and vulnerable, when we have national campaigns about the poor quality of school meals and hospital food?

“School and hospital budgets have been increased to improve the quality of meals and catering contracts returned in-house. Yet we are now supposed to put faith in regenerated frozen meals, prepared by transnational companies, whose only interest is profit.”

Professor Dexter Whitfield, author of Unison research into the matter, said: “The meals we give to the elderly will become like airline food. If you produce food on that kind of scale, it is bound to be cheaper than the fresh food that is currently being delivered.”

Prof Whitfield, a public services expert who has previously worked at Northumbria University, added: “The frozen foods will be produced in Islington in London and what will happen when food is delivered once every 14 days, instead of daily, with no-one to check on the vulnerable, we mustn’t forget the social element of the meals on wheels service.

“I expect that the next stage will be table top freezers and heaters to be rented out to the elderly so they can reheat their frozen meals with questionable nutritional value.”

GMB branch secretary Colin Burr said: “The price difference between the private contractor and the in-house service cannot be explained.”

A spokesperson for Newcastle City Council said: “We are considering moving our Adult Meals service from an in-house to an external provider. This will allow us to expand the choice of home meals as well as further improving the nutritional content.

“Should we decide to go ahead with these plans, there will be no job losses as current staff will be transferred to our new meals provider at the same wages and under the same conditions of employment.”

The council is expected to make a final decision in November. Coun Brenda Hindmarsh, Newcastle Council executive member for adult social services and health, said: “We must be able to guarantee the quality of meals received by the elderly. “If the quality of the private contractor is good and they can provide it at a more efficient price, then clearly we’ll have to consider it.”
Sell-off bid over meals on wheels

Oct 16 2007 by Peter Young, Evening Chronicle

PLANS to hand over Newcastle’s council-run home meals service to a private company based in the South East have led to protests. Unions have vowed to fight the cost-cutting measure and families have spoken about their concerns.

The plan is to hand over the preparation and delivery of meals-on-wheels and food served in day and resource centres to a firm in Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire, from April.

Unions claim nutritional standards and the health of elderly and vulnerable people will be at risk.

The city council’s Liberal Democrat leader, Coun John Shipley, promised that people’s welfare will come first – and he accused the unions of scaremongering. At present, council neighbourhood services staff prepare and deliver almost 1,300 hot meals a week, using fresh produce.

Under the privatised service, frozen meals would be heated in transit before delivery to people’s homes. The council says there will be no difference to food in day and resource centres, which will continue to be prepared fresh, on site. Council managers say staff will transfer without job losses and they believe nutrition will improve and people will have more choice.

Kenny Bell, Unison branch secretary, said: “How can the council consider the provision of frozen meals for the old and vulnerable when we have national campaigns about the poor quality of school meals and hospital food? “School and hospital budgets have been increased to improve the quality of meals and catering contracts returned in-house. Yet we’re now supposed to put faith in regenerated frozen meals, prepared by transnational companies, whose only interest is profit.”

Colin Burr, GMB branch secretary, said: “Meals produced locally to meet individual needs contribute to keeping people at home and out of hospital or residential care, saving money.”

The proposals will go to the procurement committee on November 19 when officers are expected to recommend that the contract is awarded to the Aylesbury company, FreshCM. Savings are estimated at around £400,000 a year, but this is challenged by the unions, who are calling for financial analysis of the bids.

Simon White, 35, of Rosemount, Westerhope, who’s in a wheelchair and has learning difficulties, has a daily meal at the local day centre. His mum Norma said: “He loves them but I’m worried the quality won’t be the same if they change.

“It seems to be all about money as far as the council is concerned, which is wrong. I think they should leave things as they are.’’

One 98-year-old former teacher, who gets meals at home seven days a week, said: “They are hot, tasty and varied and I can see no reason for change.’’

Coun Shipley said there will be consultations and added: “I haven’t seen the report but officers are likely to recommend that the required quality can be achieved with an increased choice to customers at a lower cost of delivery by an outside provider.

“I’m not prepared to prejudge the outcome, but if we can produce a high standard meal of excellent nutritional value and provide people with a choice more cheaply, the council will have to assess that very carefully. The issue is the nutritional quality of the meal and whether it gives good value for money.”

