
Early Years
Infants and toddlers need energy and 
nutrients for development and growth. 
Exposing them to a balanced diet in  
their early years will help establish  
healthy eating patterns for life.

Read on to find out how your setting  
can achieve the Healthy Choice Award / 
Healthy Choice Award Gold, for Early Years.

The heart of the Brighton & Hove Food 
Partnership’s work is to create a healthy, 
sustainable and fair food system for 
Brighton & Hove. 

When changes are made to the way  
food is produced, where and when  
it’s bought and how it’s consumed  
and disposed of, it can bring major  
benefits to people’s health, the 
environment and the local economy.

Brighton & Hove Food Partnership

The essential guide to 
your Healthy Choice 
Award application



Introducing the Healthy  
Choice Awards

There are two options that you can take to  
achieve a Healthy Choice Award: 

The Healthy Choice Award is  
given to Early Years settings  
that successfully meet all  
of the required nutritional 
standards. Please answer 
questions 2, 3, 5, 6, 9, 10, 
11, 12 within the 
application form.

The Healthy Choice 
Award Gold is the  
highest level of award  
and is given to Early Years 
settings that meet both 
nutritional and 

sustainability standards. These important 
sustainability criteria have been identified as a 
supplementary stage of the Healthy Choice Award. 

Encouragement is given to champion local, sustainable and 
higher welfare (e.g. RSPCA Assured or Organic) food where 
available, affordable and appropriate. To go for gold  
please answer ALL questions within the application form. 

This document is a step-by step guide to the application.  
Please refer to it throughout to help you with completing  
the form.
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  1. Freshly prepared 
Why it’s important
• Cooking from scratch with fresh ingredients 

is always going to be healthier, without 
preservatives or other unknown ingredients

• Kitchen staff get to actually cook – more 
trained staff; more pride in their work; more 
local employment

Top tip
Find recipes and cooking help – from healthy 
eating to budget bites

www.bhfood.org.uk/cook-and-eat

  2. Starchy foods
Criteria 
• Starchy foods must be included as part of all 

main meals and in at least one snack per day

• Ensure at least three different types of 
starchy foods are included across meals 
each week

• Offer a variety of white and wholegrain 
foods that are low in salt and sugar

• Limit starchy foods that have been fried to 
no more than once a week

What counts?
Breakfast cereals, bread, potatoes, pasta, rice, 
couscous, noodles, bagels, pitta bread, 
oatcakes, rice cakes, breadsticks, chapatti, 
tortillas, bulgar wheat, oats, barley.

How do I know if it is low in salt  
and sugar?
Salt: less than 1.5g per 100g 
Sugar: less than 22.5g per 100g*

Why wholegrains?
Wholegrains contain fibre and nutrients such 
as B vitamins, providing slow release energy to 
keep children feeling fuller for longer.

*In 2014, the guidelines for sugar increased from  
15g to 22.5g per 100g. This was to take account of 
foods containing naturally occurring sugars e.g. muesli 
containing dried fruit. If the product does not contain 
any natural sugars, then we would advise sticking to 
15g per 100g as an upper limit 

Guidelines
The following guidelines should  
be considered and reflected  
in the menu you submit as  
part of your application.
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  3. Fruit and vegetables
Criteria
• Provide a variety of fruit and  

vegetables across the week

• Offer 1-2 types of fruit and 2-3 types of 
vegetables throughout the day

• If fruit juice is provided, it must be 
unsweetened fresh juice, diluted  
(1 part juice to 10 parts water)

• Dried fruit should only be served  
at meal times

• Choose tinned fruit, vegetables  
and pulses with no added salt or sugar

Why fruit and vegetables?
Fruit and vegetables are an important source 
of vitamins including vitamins A and C, minerals 
such as potassium and dietary fibre. 

What counts?
 9Fresh, frozen, dried and canned (in natural 
juice not syrup) all count

 9Consider chopped fresh or dried fruit with 
cereals or yoghurt at breakfast, or raw 
vegetable sticks such as carrots, peppers, 
cucumber and celery with hummus or 
cream cheese as a snack

 9Fruit juice and dried fruit are high in sugar 
and should only be served as part of meals 
to avoid the risk of dental caries

  4. Seasonal
Why it’s important
• Using UK in–season produce reduces our 

carbon footprint, cuts food miles and use  
of energy intensive greenhouses

• Eating in-season means you eat food at its 
best and it’s usually less expensive too

Top tip
Find out what’s in season  
www.eattheseasons.co.uk/seasons.php

Did you know fish come in seasons too?  
www.brighton-fish-sales.co.uk/news/seasonal-
fish-and-seafood
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  5. Milk and dairy foods
Criteria
• 1-2 portions of milk and dairy foods  

should be served each day

• No more than one cheese-based main  
meal per week

Why dairy products?
Milk and dairy are a good source of calcium 
and protein; both are key nutrients required  
for growth, healthy bones and teeth.

What is a portion?
- 100-150ml of milk

- 15 - 20g hard cheese

- 20-25g soft cheese

- 60g / small pot of unsweetened yoghurt

What counts?
 9Provide full-fat milk for children  
aged 1-2 years

 9Provide full-fat or semi-skimmed milk  
to children over the age of 2 years

 9Unsweetened, calcium-fortified soya milk 
(non- organic) can be used as a non-dairy 
alternative to cow’s milk to children over  
the age of 1

 9Avoid skimmed milk and skimmed  
milk products for children under 5

 9Choose plain, natural yoghurts and fromage 
frais without added sugar. Try adding 
chopped or dried fruit to sweeten naturally

  6a. Meat, fish, eggs, beans & other  
non-dairy sources of protein
Criteria
• Protein rich foods must be offered at every 

lunch and included as part of snacks once  
or twice a week

• Provide a variety of meat, fish and  
meat-free alternatives across the week

• One meal each week must be meat free, 
therefore using an alternative protein source

• Provide fish at least once a week and oily 
fish at least once every three weeks

• Limit processed products e.g. sausages, 
burgers and fish fingers to once a week

Why protein rich foods?
Protein is essential for growth and repair. 
Protein rich foods are often high in vitamins 
and minerals such as iron and zinc. 

What counts?
 9Meat, fish, eggs, beans, pulses, nuts, seeds 
and non-dairy sources of protein such as 
tofu/soya

 9Oily fish includes salmon, sardines, pilchards 
and mackerel. They are all good sources of 
omega-3 oils and vitamins A and D

 9Tinned tuna is not considered an oily fish

 9Eggs are a good source of protein and 
vitamin A. Serve boiled, scrambled  
or poached

 9Baked beans or hummus could be included 
at breakfast or tea
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  6b. Eating better, and less meat 
Why it’s important
• Consuming more vegetables and fruit, grains 

and pulses, and smaller amounts of animal 
products produced to high-welfare and 
environmental standards helps reduce 
health risks and greenhouse gases

Top tip
Read this blog about eating less meat 
www.bhfood.org.uk/search/eating-less-meat-
an-easy-way-to-eat-better

  7. Animal welfare 
Why it’s important
• Intensively reared farm animals often can’t 

move around properly or behave naturally

• Only free-range and organic hens are given 
access to the outdoors

• UK farm animal welfare standards prevent 
certain abuses of farm animals still legal 
elsewhere

Top tip
The minimum requirement to achieve the 
Healthy Choice Award Gold is to buy meat  
from farms meeting UK welfare standards  
– look out for the Red Tractor logo on 
packaging. However, if you really want to  
buy meat from farms where animal welfare 
is a key priority, you should look out for  
the following two logos:

Look into buying meat from a  
local butcher www.bhfood.org.uk/local-
butchers-and-meat-suppliers

Find out where to buy RSPCA Assured 
labelled products 
www.freedomfood.co.uk/wheretobuy

These stockists sell locally sourced free-range 
and organic eggs www.bhfood.org.uk/local-
and-organic-food-stockists
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  9. Foods high in fat, sugar and salt 
Criteria
• Avoid sweet foods such as cakes, biscuits 

and confectionery

• Honey is not encouraged due to its high 
sugar content

• Avoid cereals high in sugar such as  
sugar-coated or chocolate flavoured cereals

• Avoid the use of milkshakes, hot chocolate 
or high-sugar smoothie drinks

• Limit the use of pastry to once a week

• Choose reduced salt and sugar baked beans

• Ice cream should be limited to once a week 
with a fruit-based dessert

Label Reading
Look on the back of the pack for per 100g

• Fat = less than 3g per 100g

• Sugar = less than 22.5g per 100g  
(for foods containing natural sugars)

• Sugar = less than 15g per 100g (for 
processed foods)

• Salt = less than 0.3g per 100g

  8. Sustainable fish
Why it’s important
• Over-fishing has caused 1/3 of all fish  

stocks to collapse

• Dolphins, turtles and albatross are  
caught by certain types of unsustainable 
fishing methods

• Locally, we have a sustainable fishing fleet of 
small boats that can supply over 30 species 
of fresh local fish from our coast

Top tips
Keep checking the Marine Conservation 
Society list to see what fish is best to eat  
http://www.mcsuk.org/downloads/fisheries/
PocketGoodFishGuide2014.pdf

Look into buying fish from local fishermen  
www.bhfood.org.uk/local-and-sustainable-fish
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  11. Snacks 
Nutritious snacks to include:
• Fruit & vegetables

• Starchy food

• Some protein

Examples
• Carrot sticks and hummus

• Toast fingers with sliced fruit

• Rice cakes and cream cheese

  12. Menu 
Please see the menu template on the 
application form (also available on our website 
at www.bhfood.org.uk/hca-early-years) for an 
example of a best practice menu. 

The Children’s Food Trust also has good 
examples of seasonal menus and recipes.  
www.childrensfoodtrust.org.uk

Early Years settings are encouraged to take 
advantage of the training we offer. The Food 
Partnership is focused on improving menu 
options and introducing sustainability 
standards. Our training workshops are the  
ideal way to access expert support.  
www.bhfood.org.uk/food-workshops-and-
training

  10. Drinks
Criteria
• Children must have access to fresh drinking 

water throughout the day

• Tap water and milk are the only drinks that 
should be provided throughout the day

• If fruit juice is offered at meal times it  
must be unsweetened fresh juice, diluted  
(1 part juice to 10 parts water) 

• Avoid squash, fizzy drinks or flavoured water
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  13. Local
Why it’s important
• Buying locally-produced food (within 50 

miles) can help minimise the energy used  
in transport, storage, and helps protect  
the local economy.

Top tip
Take a look at what is on offer locally  
www.bhfood.org.uk/where-to-buy

  14. Food waste
Why it’s important
• In the UK we discard a shocking  

seven-million tonnes of food every year  
– about one third of the food produced.  
A significant amount of this could have  
been eaten

• Reducing food waste (and packaging)  
saves the energy, effort and natural 
resources used to produce and dispose  
of it, as well as money

• Getting portion sizes right will help  
to reduce food waste 

• Through communicating your policy about 
food waste on your website or elsewhere 
you are demonstrating the steps you are 
taking to be more sustainable and this  
might prompt the public to do the same

Top tips
Use these food waste reduction tips  
www.bhfood.org.uk/tips-and-advice-for-home  
in line with the appropriate portion size 
information that can be found at the  
Childrens Food Trust below.

Portion Sizes
• Check that portion sizes for meal and snacks 

are in line with the recommendations that 
can be found at www.childrensfoodtrust.org.
uk/pre-school/resources/guidelines 

• As a general guide, a portion is equivalent  
to a handful – so smaller hands mean 
smaller portions!

• Consider the size of bowls and plates  
– start with smaller portions and children 
can ask for second helpings.
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  15. Fairtrade
Why it’s important
• Brighton & Hove is a Paragon Fairtrade City. 

Using products with the Fairtrade logo can 
mean farmers receive a fair price for the 
crops and food that they produce 

Top tip
Find out more about why  
Fairtrade is important 
www.fairtrade.org.uk/en/buying-fairtrade

  16. Learning about food
Why it’s important
• Providing opportunities to learn and explore 

food, through cooking or growing activities, 
helps bring an understanding about 
nutrition, improves cooking skills and 
knowledge around food which helps to 
reconnect children to where their food  
comes from

Top tip
The Food Partnership has lots of useful  
advice and support around cooking  
and growing:

www.bhfood.org.uk/cook-and-eat/ 

www.bhfood.org.uk/grow-food/

We can help with your questions
If you have any concerns about your application, or any questions, 
please contact us and we will help.  
Email info@bhfood.org.uk or call us on 01273 431717.
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We have knowledgeable staff who can facilitate 
sessions on a range of food-related topics from 
healthy eating and cooking to food waste and 
composting. Please get in touch to find out  
more about how we can support your setting, 
email info@bhfood.org.uk or call 01273 431717. 

In July 2014, Brighton & Hove City Council adopted 
a new policy so that any food it provides needs to 
meet certain criteria, which are based on the Soil 
Association’s Bronze Food for Life Catering Mark.  
If you have already met the Healthy Choice Award Gold 
standards, you might like to go a step further and get a 
nationally recognised accreditation for your setting. 
www.sacert.org/catering/standards 

To improve your sustainability knowledge, please take a look at  
the Sustainable Restaurant Association’s online training course 
sratraining.myshopify.com

Useful websites to find out more about healthy and sustainable food

Children’s Food Trust   
www.childrensfoodtrust.org.uk 

Caroline Walker Trust   
www.cwt.org.uk 

Infant Toddler Forum  
www.infantandtoddlerforum.org

Going even further

If there are questions which we’ve not covered please get in touch. 

Contact: info@bhfood.org.uk or 01273 431717

First Steps Nutrition  www.firststepsnutrition.org 

Sustain  www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefood

Eating Better  www.eating-better.org

Love Food Hate Waste  
england.lovefoodhatewaste.com
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