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 Thank you, Chairperson Dromm, and the greater committee for this important budget 

hearing that will lead to the educational betterment of young New Yorkers in our public schools.  

I would like to speak with you today about the need for free and healthy universal school lunch 

in our public schools. 

 

 City Harvest is the world’s first and New York’s only food rescue organization.  For more 

than 30 years, we have been dedicated to feeding the city's hungry men, women, and children by 

collecting excess food that would otherwise go to waste.  In 2013, we rescued more than 46 

million pounds of food and distributed it to more than 500 community food programs. 

Importantly, 60%, or nearly 30 million pounds is produce, and 75% percent is nutrient dense – 

high quality foods that our hungry neighbors need.  We know very well the importance of school 

meals in ensuring that children are equipped to learn.   

 

Universal Free, Healthy School Lunch – The Need 

 

 Universal free and healthy school lunch must be available for all New York City public 

school students.  It is the most effective way to encourage greater participation by eliminating the 

poverty stigma associated with the program. City Harvest is proud to stand amongst over 120 

organizations and elected leaders who support a campaign to ensure this vision becomes a 

reality. 
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 Over the last five years, the need for emergency food has skyrocketed. New York State has 

seen a 40% increase in food insecurity since the early 2000’s. 1 We have examined data on the 

number of visits made to our network of soup kitchens and food pantries and the findings are 

quite alarming. For example, programs in the Bronx have seen 72% more visits now than they 

did five years ago, while partners in Brooklyn have seen a 42% increase. In this time, City 

Harvest has risen to the challenge – more than doubling our annual food deliveries in response 

to the needs of our neighbors. 

 

 Child food insecurity is also unacceptably high.  Nearly 1 in 4 kids come from food 

insecure families in this city, which means that they come from families that aren’t always sure 

where their next meal is going to come from.  That information, coupled with the lagging 

participation in school meals, is a tremendous opportunity to make sure that all children are fed, 

and that schools are a major partner in doing that. 

 

 Current participation in the school lunch program is low—but not for a lack of need. 68% 

New York City public school students are eligible for free school lunch, which means that their 

annual family income is less than $25,000 for family of three. 75% are eligible for free or 

reduced school lunch, which means that their annual family income is less than $36,000 for 

family of three. Many students whose family incomes are above the $36,000 per year cut off for 

free or reduced priced lunch are struggling to meet basic needs. 

 

Universal Free, Healthy School Lunch - Solutions 

 

 Changing the current system – which links school food with family income – gets rid of the 

income stigma that greatly impacts participation, especially as children get older. The 

percentages of students eating school lunch are 81% in elementary school, 61% in middle school, 

and 38% in high school. 250,000 of the 780,000 students who are eligible for free or reduced 

priced meals do not yet participate. 

  

 New York City has experience with providing free, healthy school lunch to all. New York 

City schools that provide free school lunch to all students through a federal incentive program 

called “Provision 2” had significant increases in the number of students eating, especially in 

middle and high schools. This proves true in other places that have universal free school lunch. 

                                                           
1 Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, Mark Nord, and Anita Singh. Household Food Security in the United States in 2012, 
ERR-155, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 
September 2013. 
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The campaign believes that over time, an additional 120,000 children will eat school lunch each 

day by: 

 

 First step:  Mayor deBlasio can institute universal free meals immediately by ending the 

collection of student fees for lunch. No state or federal permission is required. 

 

 Next steps:  The city can maximize federal incentive programs that minimize paperwork 

and maximize federal reimbursements (Provision 2 & Community Eligibility Provision).  

 

 Food Appeal: To increase food appeal, menu flexibility should be reinstated.   

 

 School lunch costs are primarily paid for by the federal and state governments. A 20% 

increase in participation (or 120,000 extra meals per day) would bring an additional $59 million 

in federal and state funds into New York City.  The city covers the difference between the 

federal and state reimbursement and the cost of providing the meal.  A 20% increase in 

participation would require an additional investment of $20 million in New York City funds, or 

$20/student per year.   

 

 This $20 million represents .0025% of the City’s current $8 billion investment in the New 

York City Department of Education budget.   This is a small investment with a big return. 

   

Universal Free, Healthy School Lunch – Looking Forward 

 

 We commend the actions by Governor Cuomo to invest state dollars to ensure that our 

most vulnerable citizens continue to receive their Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) benefits, but understand that the SNAP cuts from November 1, 2013 are still adversely 

affecting New York families. Providing universal free, healthy school lunch will target child 

hunger where children spend the majority of their days: in our public schools. City Harvest fully 

supports the implementation of universal free, healthy school lunch in New York City.  

 

 Students will be better nourished and ready to learn.  

 Families are better able to make ends meet. 

 For every 10% increase in participation, the equivalent of 500 SchoolFood jobs are created 

and local economic activity is increased.  

 Schools can direct time and resources toward educational activities that are now used for 

the collection of school food application forms and the daily identification of students. 
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 Again, thank you for your attention to these urgent matters and for all your work on to 

improve the lives and conditions of young New Yorkers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Information: 

Kate MacKenzie, Director of Policy and Government Relations 

kmackenzie@cityharvest.org 

646-412-0652 
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Good afternoon. My name is Elizabeth Olsson, Manager of Policy and Advocacy for Internationals 
Network for Public Schools. I’d like to thank the members of the City Council’s Education Committee and 
Chair Danny Dromm for convening this hearing.  
 
Internationals Network for Public Schools (Internationals) aims to ensure recent immigrant English 
language learners have access to a quality education that prepares them for college, career, and full 
participation in democratic society by opening and sustaining a network of International schools, as well 
as providing professional development and technical assistance to educators serving this population. 
Internationals is led by a team of practitioners that work with 18 International High Schools nationwide; 
15 of these are located in New York City.  
 

In preparing this testimony, we collaborated with the New York Immigration Coalition (NYIC), an 
umbrella policy and advocacy organization with nearly 200 member organizations that aims to achieve a 
fairer and more just society that values the contributions of immigrants and extends opportunity to all. 
Internationals and the NYIC work together, along with the NYIC’s Collaborative of immigrant 
organizations, to fight for quality education for immigrant and English language learner students. 
 
There are nearly 160,000 English language learners – or ELLs – in New York City’s public schools. ELLs 
have enormous potential – once they learn English, they can outperform their native English speaking 
peers – and they have multilingual skills, a key advantage in today’s global economy. Despite these 
assets, ELLs are being left far behind. Only one ELL out of three graduates in four years—compared to a 
rate of over 60% for all students in NYC.1 Proficiency scores on this year’s State tests for grades 3-8 were 
3.4% in English and 11.4% in Math2 – so abysmal, they amount to a crisis for our ELLs—both in how we 
educate them and in how we evaluate their capacities.  
 
While the DOE has taken steps to support ELLs in recent years, more can be done to unlock their 
potential, and with the arrival of a new administration, the time could not be more opportune. As a 
candidate, Mayor de Blasio noted that a system-wide response for ELLs is needed, and we agree. 
 
It’s time to bring back a version of the ELL Success Incentive Grants, a $7 million 2008 initiative 
developed through a partnership between City Council and DOE that gave schools critical resources to 
provide the comprehensive support ELLs need to succeed. ELL-serving schools need additional funding 
for: 

                                                 
1
 New York State Education Department, 2008 Cohort Graduation Rates Additional Slides  

2
 New York State Education Department, 2013 Grades 3-8 English Language Arts and Mathematics Supplemental 

Slides  



 Translation and Interpretation: In order to engage all parents in a meaningful way, schools need 
resources to provide immigrant families with access to translation and interpretation.  

 Common Core Supports: With the arrival of the Common Core, schools must have access to 
dedicated funds to provide ELLs – who have to learn a new language and new content 
simultaneously – with additional academic support to meet these more rigorous standards.  

 Professional development: Teachers need access to high-quality professional development 
specifically related to ELLs and the bilingual Common Core, and these supports are most effective 
when customized and provided at the school level to ensure supports meet teachers’ specific needs. 

 Specialized Programs and Supports: Schools need resources to ensure they can provide ELLs access 
to all opportunities available to other students – from Career and Technical Education programs to 
transfer schools and Young Adult Borough Centers that focus on supporting students most at risk of 
not graduating.  

 
In addition, immigrant families face tremendous challenges navigating the school system.  We hope to 
collaborate with the new administration in designing supports that can help the DOE better meet its 
goal to improve parent engagement. This can include additional supports for immigrant parents during 
critical transitions, such as during enrollment—with regards to understanding program options for 
ELLs—and during the high school selection process.  
 
Another challenge and opportunity that our schools face is providing consistent and adequate support 
for the most vulnerable immigrant students.  Students with interrupted formal education, or SIFE 
students, come from a home where a language other than English is spoken and range from students 
who have never attended school to students whose education was interrupted for two or more years. 
Some of these students are pre-literate in their first language. City Council and the DOE can ensure that 
schools have adequate resources to meet these students’ greater needs.  
 
I’d like to thank you once again for the opportunity to testify. New York City has the opportunity to 
improve ELL achievement, counter declining ELL graduation rates, and ensure that ELLs are ready for 
college and careers by providing the resources schools need to achieve results with this large and 
growing population.   
 
























