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ABSTRACT

Community catering can provide enough food without treating an overflowing display as the measure of generosity.
This practice essay begins with a hypothetical workshop to distinguish a promised meal from refreshments and an
attendance range from a single forecast. It connects dietary information, flexible portions, refrigeration, competent
helpers, and available equipment before proposing a menu. Official community-event guidance anchors safety and
allergen responsibilities while leaving jurisdiction-specific advice to the relevant authority. Planned reserves and
controlled replenishment differ from food left on display, and surplus categories need different handling at the end. The
discussion concludes that quantities, safe redistribution, record-keeping, and clearing-up labour should be planned
together. Avoiding waste cannot justify uncertain food, inadequate portions, or an unsafe workload for volunteers.
Keywords: community catering - attendance uncertainty - allergen information - food safety - surplus planning

Adapted from the Still North field journal. Original article. A source-based editorial text, not a report of original Still North research. Examples and

imagery are illustrative.

A community lunch should feel generous. That does
not require putting every prepared dish on the table at
once, or asking volunteers to produce a second meal that
nobody expects to eat. Good portion planning begins with
a clearer promise: what food is being offered, when, to
whom, and with what capacity to keep it safe?

Imagine a public workshop with uncertain attendance.
The invitation says refreshments, but some guests may
understand that as lunch. The event runs across the usual
meal period. Before estimating quantities, decide whether
the food is a snack or a meal and tell people plainly.
Ambiguity can create both hunger and surplus.

An attendance estimate is not a single cer-
tainty

Separate confirmed registrations, likely walk-ins, volun-
teers, speakers, and any accompanying support workers.
Look at a genuinely comparable previous event if records
exist, but do not assume the same attendance when tim-
ing, price, weather, or audience differs. Record a plausible
range and what the organiser will do if numbers reach
either end.

Ask about dietary and access needs through a private,
usable route. “Vegetarian” does not identify every aller-
gen, and an allergy is not a preference to be accommo-
dated by removing a visible ingredient. Tell the caterer
what is needed without circulating personal health infor-
mation more widely than necessary. Confirm what can be
provided safely instead of making an unsupported free-
from promise.

Appetite is not reliably predicted from age, appearance,
or a registration category. Offer flexibility where possible:
a smaller first serving, an ordinary meal-sized serving,
and a clear invitation to return. The purpose is to let
people eat enough, not to make reduced portions the
hidden price of attending a climate-conscious event.

Still North Papers - SN-2026-045

Choose a menu the room can support

Check refrigeration, cooking equipment, handwashing,
cleaning, serving space, and the number of competent
helpers before settling the menu. A donated dish that
needs careful temperature control is not a gift the organ-
iser can accept without the means to manage it. Simpler
food or an appropriate caterer may be the better choice.

The Food Standards Agency’s community-event guid-
ance, applying to England, Northern Ireland, and Wales,
explains safety, registration, and allergen considerations.
Limited and infrequent activity may be treated differently
from a food business, but supplying food for free does
not automatically remove obligations. Ask the local food-
safety team when unsure, and use the relevant authority
elsewhere.

Keep ingredient information, recipes, and original
packaging where the responsible food team can find them.
Give each dish appropriate utensils, and prevent cross-
contact during preparation and service. A label is useful
information, not a physical barrier. Volunteers need a
simple handover so that a late substitution does not leave
the written description wrong.

Keep a planned reserve, not an overflowing
display

Where facilities and the safety plan allow, bring food out
in smaller batches while keeping the reserve under the
appropriate conditions. Name the person who checks de-
mand and authorises replenishment. A full serving table
can conceal the fact that the last trays will sit out longer
than intended.

A reserve can also be unopened, suitable food that is
easy to store or use later, rather than another tray that
must be eaten that afternoon. Plan its role in the meal,
check dietary suitability, and make sure it can be prepared
or served with the people and equipment available. Emer-
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gency capacity that requires an absent cook is not much
capacity.

Maintain the time and temperature controls required
for the particular food. Do not assume that putting a tray
back into a fridge resets its history. The FSA guidance sets
limits for chilled food on display and gives additional cau-
tions for extreme heat. The responsible food lead should
build those limits into the service plan rather than leaving
a departing volunteer to guess.

Plan the end before the doors open
Distinguish unopened stock, safely held unserved food,
food that has been on display, and plate waste. They
are not interchangeable leftovers. Redistribution or take-
home portions need safe handling, accurate information,
appropriate containers, and a recipient who can use them.
Do not offer uncertain food to avoid the uncomfortable
sight of a full bin.

Afterwards, record what ran short, what remained, and
what people actually chose. Our food-audit article helps
separate observations from causes. Plant-rich dinners
offers adaptable food ideas, while Take action can help a
recurring event request better kitchen facilities. Include
the clearing-up team in that conversation. Their time,
transport home, and safe workload belong in the plan just
as much as the quantity of bread.
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