Labour faces backlash over new guidance banning birthday cakes in schools to promote healthier habits
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Labour has faced criticism over new guidance encouraging primary schools and nurseries to ban birthday cakes in favour of healthier alternatives like fruit platters. The Department of Education’s Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) guidance, reportedly introduced at the start of this term, urges educational settings to promote better eating habits among young children, in response to concerning obesity rates. According to an NHS survey published last year, approximately one in eight children aged two to ten in England are obese. The guidance suggests that parents bring in options such as fruit platters or non-food celebrations like bubble kits or stickers instead of sweet treats for birthdays.
This health-focused recommendation has sparked a backlash from parents and Conservative politicians alike, who accuse the Labour government of fostering a “nanny state.” Shadow Health Secretary Stuart Andrew, speaking to The Telegraph, criticised the policy as a “performative, petty” approach that distracts from addressing the NHS’s core challenges. One primary school confirmed it was adhering to the guidance, informing parents that birthday cakes and sweets would no longer be allowed and encouraging alternatives like bubbles, fruit stickers, or books. Some parents have expressed frustration online, arguing that while promoting healthy eating is important, banning cakes at celebrations and policing children’s lunch boxes amounts to overreach by the state.
The push to promote healthier eating in schools aligns with existing UK government standards requiring schools to provide nutritious food and beverages. The official ‘School Food in England’ framework, effective since 2015, mandates that all maintained schools, academies, and free schools comply with nutrition standards designed to encourage healthy habits. These standards cover the provision of fruit and vegetables, starchy foods, and the reduction of high-sugar and high-fat items. Schools are advised to offer water as the default drink, limiting sugary or sweetened beverages, reflecting broader government efforts to tackle childhood obesity.
Beyond school food, government initiatives such as the rollout of free breakfast clubs aim to ensure children start the school day nourished and ready to learn. These breakfast clubs, which provide free, healthy meals, support working parents and reinforce nutritional standards in early education settings. Additionally, new guidelines targeted at commercial baby food manufacturers seek to reduce sugar and salt content in products for children up to three years old, underpinning the government’s “Plan for Change” strategy to improve children’s diets from the earliest stages.
Critics of Labour’s approach point to the broader context of what some see as increasing state intervention under Sir Keir Starmer’s leadership. Moves such as the Online Safety Act, plans to phase out smoking, and proposals to ban energy drink sales to children under 16 have all been framed by detractors as evidence of a creeping “nanny state.” Supporters argue these policies are necessary responses to pressing public health challenges, particularly childhood obesity, which has significant long-term health and social implications.
In sum, the new guidance represents a continuation and intensification of the government’s focus on childhood nutrition, reflecting established standards and broader public health policies. However, it also highlights the tension between health promotion and parental autonomy in schooling decisions, a debate likely to continue as authorities seek ways to counter rising obesity rates among children.
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