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Meal Planner: an innovative 
tool to help Serbian schools 
with meal planning
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As part of the Strength2Food project, 
action research has been in progress in 
Serbian primary schools to help improve 
the nutritional content of school meals by 
focusing on food quality, increasing the 
effectiveness of school food procurement 
and encouraging the use of short food 
supply chains. Strength2Food (https://
www.strength2food.eu) is a five-year 
EU Horizon 2020 project that looks at 
food quality schemes, public sector food 
procurement and short food supply chains. 

Unlike most European countries—where 
food procurement is done centrally or 
through local authorities—in Serbia, only 
some schools provide meals, and they 
mostly run their own food procurement. 
The schools tender for their food supplies, 
either as externally provided ready-made 
meals or as ingredients for the school to 
prepare meals. Survey results reveal that 
around 25 per cent of schools prepare their 
own meals (based on feedback from 1,025 
schools) and most schools use an external 
caterer. The Strength2Food project focuses 
on 28 schools in major cities Belgrade 
and Novi Sad as well as schools in the 
provinces south and west of Belgrade that 
make their own meals.

Another difference that sets Serbia aside 
from its European counterparts is that 
schools can provide any combination of up 
to four meals per day—breakfast, morning 
snack, lunch, and afternoon snack (Figure 
1). A morning snack is the only meal 
provided by 43 per cent of Serbian schools, 
while over 40 per cent of schools provide 
lunch each day.

Very few schools employ a nutritionist, and 
providing nutritionally balanced meals is 
challenging. The cook’s experience dictates 
most recipes, or recipes date from the time 
when schools could afford nutritionists. 

The Strength2Food research team 
identified the meals prepared by each school 
and examined online food procurement 
documentation to quantify the relative 
proportions of different categories of foods 
being bought by schools for their meal 
preparations. Analysis of these documents 
confirmed that the quality of meals was 
mixed, particularly with regards to fruit 
and vegetable contents. For example, 
they found a lower proportion of fruits 
and vegetables in schools that bought 
ready-made food for their breakfasts, 
compared with schools that made their 
own breakfasts (Figure 2).

Figure 2:  Food categories for schools providing only breakfasts with kitchens either used (A) or not used (B), i.e. meals from a caterer.

Figure 1:  Frequency of meal types  
provided in primary schools.
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