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Introduction
On June 15, 2022, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Rita Joseph, will conduct an oversight hearing on “School Food.” Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of the New York City (NYC) Department of Education (DOE), students, parents, educators, unions, advocates and other interested stakeholders.
Background
Most children in the United States (U.S.) attend school for 6 hours a day and consume as much as half of their daily calories at school, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), a division of U.S. Department of Health & Human Services.[footnoteRef:1] That makes school food programs an important tool in combatting childhood hunger. Hunger has always been a critical issue throughout the country and particularly in New York City, even before the COVID-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:2] Pre-COVID data from 2019 found that nearly 1.1 million New York City residents, or 12.9%, were food insecure, a food insecurity rate 12% higher than the national rate, and 16% higher than the New York State rate.[footnoteRef:3] The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent economic impact have made New York City’s hunger crisis even worse, as food insecurity surged 36% citywide during the pandemic and 46% among children.[footnoteRef:4] Prior to the pandemic, 1 in 5 New York City children were experiencing food insecurity, but since the pandemic the proportion of food insecure children has grown to 1 in 4.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “School Nutrition,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/nutrition/schoolnutrition.htm#:~:text=Most%20US%20children%20attend%20school,shape%20lifelong%20healthy%20eating%20behaviors. ]  [2:  Food Bank For New York City, “Fast Facts: Food Insecurity,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/. ]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  City Harvest, “Facts About Hunger,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.cityharvest.org/food-insecurity/. ]  [5:  Id.] 

Additionally, healthy eating in childhood and adolescence is important for proper growth and development and to prevent obesity and various other health conditions, including diabetes, high blood pressure and heart disease, among others.[footnoteRef:6] Thus, school food programs can also serve as the first line of defense against childhood obesity and other health problems.   [6:  Centers of Disease Control and Prevention, “Childhood Nutrition Facts,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/nutrition/facts.htm. ] 

National school meal programs include the National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program, both of which are administered by the Food and Nutrition Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).[footnoteRef:7] The National School Lunch Program, established in 1946, is a federally assisted meal program operating in public and nonprofit private schools and residential child care institutions.[footnoteRef:8] Participating school districts and independent schools receive cash subsidies and USDA Foods for each reimbursable meal they serve and, in exchange, schools must serve lunches that meet Federal nutrition and meal pattern requirements and offer the lunches at a free or reduced price to eligible children.[footnoteRef:9] Similarly, the School Breakfast Program, which began as a pilot project in 1966 and was made a permanent entitlement program by Congress in 1975, is a federally assisted meal program operating in the same institutions and same manner as the School Lunch Program.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Centers of Disease Control and Prevention, “School Meals,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/npao/schoolmeals.htm. ]  [8:  U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, “National School Lunch Program (NSLP) Fact Sheet,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/nslp-fact-sheet. ]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, “School Breakfast Program (SBP) Fact Sheet,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/sbp/fact-sheet. ] 

At the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic, in March, 2020, Congress passed the Families First Coronavirus Response Act, which included Child Nutrition COVID-19 Waivers that allowed all students, regardless of financial status, to eat breakfast and lunch at school for free.[footnoteRef:11] It also provided additional funding to schools to offset higher food and labor costs, and flexibility to meet changing needs due to supply chain disruptions and school closures.[footnoteRef:12] However, all of these waivers are due to expire on June 30, 2022.[footnoteRef:13] Additional information about federal school food laws is detailed below. [11:  Francis, Ali, “For Millions of Students, a School Lunch Crisis Might Be Impending,” Bon Appétit, June 7, 2022, accessed at https://www.bonappetit.com/story/free-school-lunches-ending-june-30-child-nutrition-covid-19-waivers#:~:text=The%20Child%20Nutrition%20COVID%2D19%20Waivers%20were%20approved%20by%20Congress,lunch%20at%20school%20for%20free.]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 

Federal School Food Laws
The National School Lunch Program was established under the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act, and signed into law by President Harry Truman in 1946.[footnoteRef:14] At its inception, this law “declared to be the policy of Congress, as a measure of national security, to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation’s children and to encourage the domestic consumption of nutritious agricultural commodities and other food, by assisting the States, through grants-in-aid and other means, in providing an adequate supply of foods and other facilities for the establishment, maintenance, operation, and expansion of nonprofit school lunch programs.”[footnoteRef:15] Since its adoption, the National School Lunch Act has been amended a number of times, with the latest amendment enacted on December 20, 2019.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, “National School Lunch Program (NSLP) Fact Sheet,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/nslp-fact-sheet. .]  [15:  Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act, Sec. 2. [42 U.S.C. 1751] accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/nsla-amended-pl-116-94. ]  [16:  U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, “FNS Documents & Resources: PL 79-396 - Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/resources?f%5B0%5D=program%3A39&f%5B1%5D=resource_type%3A17. ] 

The Child Nutrition Act of 1966 (“the Act”) expanded the National School Lunch Act and strengthened food service programs for children, with a particular emphasis on the “relationship between food and good nutrition and the capacity of children to develop and learn.”[footnoteRef:17] The Act authorized all of the federal school meal and child nutrition programs, including the School Breakfast Program, which was initially created as a pilot program.[footnoteRef:18] Required to be reauthorized every five years, the 1975 reauthorization of the Act established the School Breakfast Program as a permanent entitlement program to be made available in all schools.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, “FNS Documents & Resources: PL 111–296 - Child Nutrition Act of 1966,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/cna-amended-pl-111-296. ]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, “FNS Documents & Resources: PL 94-105 - National School Lunch Act and Child Nutrition Act of 1966 Amendments of 1975,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.fns.usda.gov/pl-94-105. ] 

In 2004, Congress enacted the Child Nutrition and Women, Infants and Children (WIC) Reauthorization Act or Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR) for short, which amended the two earlier statutes.[footnoteRef:20] The 2004 CNR provided more detailed regulations for the school breakfast program, required school districts to develop local school wellness policies, and authorized the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program, and a national Farm to School Grant Program.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Food Research and Action Center website, “Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR) Primer,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://frac.org/research/resource-library/child-nutrition-reauthorization-cnr-primer. ]  [21:  Id.] 

The most recent CNR was the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, which included a number of new and revised policies, such as the Community Eligibility Provision, an option that allows eligible schools to provide free meals to all students.[footnoteRef:22] The law also required USDA to update the nutrition standards for school meals, establish nutrition standards for other foods sold in schools during the school day and expanded the availability of nutritious meals to more children in school, in out-of-school time programs, and in child care.[footnoteRef:23] The CNR includes a number of smaller grant programs and support activities, such as the Farm to School Grant Program and the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program, as well as the following major programs:  [22:  Congressional Research Service Report, “Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR): An Overview,” Updated April 14, 2022, accessed at https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10266. ]  [23:  Id.] 

· National School Lunch Program
· School Breakfast Program
· Child and Adult Care Food Program (which covers afterschool meals and snacks) 
· Summer Food Service Program
· Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Id.] 

Although most of the programs are permanently authorized, about every five years Congress reviews the laws governing these programs through the reauthorization process, which provides an opportunity to improve and strengthen the programs.[footnoteRef:25] The current law, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, expired on September 30, 2015, and Congress has not yet approved a reauthorization bill, but annual appropriations maintain funding for the child nutrition programs that are not permanently authorized, continuing operations when a reauthorization is delayed.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id.] 

New York City School Food Programs
	The New York City Department of Education (DOE) is the largest public school system in the U.S. serving approximately 1.1 million students.[footnoteRef:27] DOE’s Office of Food and Nutrition Services (OFNS) is the largest school food service provider in the U.S., serving around 850,000 meals to these students each school day.[footnoteRef:28] Currently, DOE offers free breakfast and lunch daily for all City public school students.[footnoteRef:29] The DOE first began offering free breakfast to all students, regardless of income, in 2003, in an effort to improve student learning.[footnoteRef:30] In September 2017, DOE introduced the Free School Lunch for All initiative, which they were able to implement using the Community Eligibility Provision, the federal program that allows school districts with a large proportion of low-income students to provide meals free of charge to all enrolled students.[footnoteRef:31] [27:  DOE website, “DOE Data at a Glance,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/reports/doe-data-at-a-glance. ]  [28:  DOE website, “Food Services Jobs,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/careers/other-jobs-in-schools/food-services-jobs. ]  [29:  DOE website, “School Meals,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/school-meals.]  [30:  Gootman, Elissa, “To Help Learning, City Offers Free Breakfast to All Pupils,” The New York Times, September 13, 2003, accessed at https://www.nytimes.com/2003/09/13/nyregion/to-help-learning-city-offers-free-breakfast-to-all-pupils.html. ]  [31:  DOE press release, “Chancellor Fariña Announces Free School Lunch for All,” September 6, 2017 accessed at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/news/announcements/contentdetails/2017/09/06/chancellor-fari%C3%B1a-announces-free-school-lunch-for-all. ] 

In addition to universal free breakfast and lunch, DOE offers a number of other food programs, including:
· Afterschool Meals - Every child who participates in an afterschool program is provided a snack or supper, upon request.
· Breakfast in the Classroom - Schools offering this program deliver breakfast to students’ classrooms, or provide a bagged breakfast that they can bring to class.
· Pre-K for All Meals - Participating pre-K programs offer students nutritious breakfast, lunch and afterschool meals each day.
· Garden To Café - Garden to Café schools let students grow and harvest food at community gardens.
· New York Thursdays - Every Thursday menus feature locally grown or produced foods.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  DOE website, “Food Programs,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/food-programs.  ] 


DOE also provides a Summer Meals Program offering free breakfast and lunch to anyone ages 18 years-old and under at designated public schools, community pool centers, parks, and food trucks across the City.[footnoteRef:33] This year, the Summer Meals Program operates from Tuesday, June 28, 2022 to Friday, September 2, 2022, with breakfast served from 8am–9:15am and lunch served from 11am–1:15pm.[footnoteRef:34] A list of sites where Summer Meals will be served is available on DOE’s website.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  DOE website, “Summer Meals,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/summer-meals. ]  [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.] 

Other School Food Improvements
In recent years, DOE’s school meals programs have undergone a number of changes. DOE has been phasing out unhealthy lunch and breakfast items containing dangerously high levels of sodium, fat and preservatives and instituted internal standards, including a prohibited ingredients list, which meet and exceed USDA standards for school meals.[footnoteRef:36] OFNS maintains that it provides nutrient-rich options with whole grain rich products, reduced sodium, and only fat-free flavored milk, and do not use food additives such as artificial colors or flavors, non-nutritious sweeteners, or high-fructose corn syrup.[footnoteRef:37] Since 2019, DOE has established “Meatless Mondays” to provide students citywide with healthy, all-vegetarian breakfast and lunch menus every Monday.[footnoteRef:38] Additionally, DOE has expanded farm-to-table efforts to use more locally-grown produce, such as instituting “New York Thursdays,” as noted above, a nationwide initiative spearheaded with the Urban School Food Alliance to celebrate all the locally grown or produced foods and support the local economy, with over 35 million apples and 7 million gallons of milk purchased locally every year.[footnoteRef:39] DOE also partners with Grow to Learn NYC to identify possible Garden to Café schools, which let students grow and harvest food at community gardens and actually eat what they have grown.[footnoteRef:40] DOE also offers menu options for specific student populations, including Halal and Kosher food options.[footnoteRef:41] [36:  DOE website, “Menu Nutrition Information,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/menu-nutrition-information. ]  [37:  DOE “Wellness Policy Annual Report Update: 2019-2020 School Year,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/students-and-schools/doe-wellness-policy-annual-report/wellness-policy-annual-report-2019-2020. ]  [38:  Office of the Mayor press release, “Mayor de Blasio, Chancellor Carranza, and Brooklyn Borough President Adams Announce Citywide Meatless Mondays,” March 11, 2019, accessed at  https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/135-19/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-brooklyn-borough-president-adams-citywide#/0. ]  [39:  DOE website, “Food Programs,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/food-programs. ]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  DOE website, “School Meals,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/school-meals.] 

In recent years DOE has also made significant investments in kitchen and cafeteria infrastructure. In 2004, the DOE began a variety of improvements to school food, including installing salad bars as part of the NYC School Salad Bar Initiative, with the goal of installing salad bars in all public schools city-wide by 2015 to provide students access to fresh vegetables on a daily basis.[footnoteRef:42] The 2019 Food Metrics Report from the Mayor’s Office of Food Policy reported that there were 1,490 salad bars in 1,111 of the City’s 1,500 school buildings by the end of the 2018-2019 school year.[footnoteRef:43] In addition to expanding the availability of salad bars, the City increased the installation of water jets, which make cold, fresh tap water easily available to students in schools, and in FY 2019 there were 1,063 water jets in 797 NYC school buildings.[footnoteRef:44] The DOE also launched a cafeteria redesign initiative for high schools, the “Cafeteria Enhancement Experience” to transform them into a food court type setting.[footnoteRef:45] The food court design and deli-style serving line provide a more welcoming environment as well as more daily menu options and faster service, and the presentation increases the appeal of the food.[footnoteRef:46] According to Community Food Advocates, high schools with redesigned cafeterias experienced a 35% increase in student participation in school meals.[footnoteRef:47] As of May 2022, the redesign has transformed 44 cafeterias across NYC.[footnoteRef:48] [42:  Office of the Mayor press release, “Mayor Bloomberg And Whole Foods Market Open New Store And Announce Donation Of 57 Salad Bars To City Public Schools As Part Of City's New Plan To Install Salad Bars In All Schools,” August 23, 2012, accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/305-12/mayor-bloomberg-whole-foods-market-open-new-store-announce-donation-57-salad-bars-to#/5.  ]  [43:  Mayor’s Office of Food Policy, Food Metrics Report 2019, p. 17, accessed at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/foodpolicy/downloads/pdf/Food-Policy-Report-2019.pdf. ]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  DOE “Wellness Policy Annual Report 2017-18 School Year: School Food and Nutrition Update,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/students-and-schools/doe-wellness-policy-annual-report/wellness-policy-annual-report-2017-2018. ]  [46:  Community Food Advocates, “Cafeteria Redesign One-pager,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.communityfoodadvocatesnyc.org/_files/ugd/fce5d8_cb2d37e32347490dbfc4aee06221a898.pdf. . ]  [47:  Id.]  [48:  Community Food Advocates website, “Cafeteria Redesign” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.communityfoodadvocatesnyc.org/cafeteria-redesign. ] 

Additionally, the DOE initiated a Scratch Cooking Pilot in which professionally trained chefs were installed at several Bronx schools to develop scratch-cooked meals and inform future citywide menu development that moves away from processed foods.[footnoteRef:49] Launched in 2017, the Return to Scratch Cooking Pilot was conducted in partnership with Brigaid, an organization that aims to put chefs in school kitchens and replace processed food with scratch cooking, and operated in two school kitchens serving five Bronx schools.[footnoteRef:50] An evaluation of the pilot by the Tisch Food Center of Teachers College, Columbia University, showed the feasibility of implementing a full scratch cooked menu in individual NYC school kitchens and also concluded that introducing more scratch cooked recipes citywide is possible.[footnoteRef:51] [49:  DOE “Wellness Policy Annual Report 2017-18 School Year: School Food and Nutrition Update,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/students-and-schools/doe-wellness-policy-annual-report/wellness-policy-annual-report-2017-2018.]  [50:  Trent, R., Ijaz Ahmed, D., and Koch P., Cooking Outside the Box: How a Scratch Cooking Pilot in The Bronx is Reshaping Meals in New York City Schools, Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, Education & Policy, Program in Nutrition, Teachers College, Columbia University, December, 2019, accessed at https://www.tc.columbia.edu/tisch/research/news/cooking-outside-the-box/. ]  [51:  Id.] 

Impact of COVID-19 on School Food
It’s important to note that, due to the arrival of COVID-19 in NYC in March 2020, the DOE was forced to transition to remote learning effective March 16, 2020 and closed down all in-school instruction.[footnoteRef:52] As a result, DOE immediately pivoted to a “Grab and Go” service model, offering free breakfast and lunch to all students, available at roughly 500 school buildings across the City.[footnoteRef:53] Subsequently, it was determined that many New Yorkers were in need of food, so beginning April 3, 2020, at the direction of City Hall and NYC’s COVID-19 Food Czar, service at these 500 school buildings was expanded to include free meals for the general public, not just students or children.[footnoteRef:54] However, in the year that school buildings were shut down, DOE distributed 60% fewer meals to children compared with the year before the pandemic hit, a difference of about 96 million meals.[footnoteRef:55] Even including meals distributed to children and adults combined over that year, DOE distributed about 44% fewer meals than schools served their students in the year before the pandemic.[footnoteRef:56] [52:  NYCDOE OFNS FY20 report to City Council cover, on file with Committee staff.]  [53:  Id.]  [54:  Id.]  [55:  Alex Zimmerman, “NYC schools served 96 million fewer meals to children amid the pandemic, new data show,” Chalkbeat, June 2, 2021, accessed at https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/6/2/22465642/nyc-school-food-hunger-grab-go-pandemic. ]  [56:  Id.] 

On July 8, 2020, then-Mayor Bill de Blasio and then-Chancellor Richard Carranza unveiled their Fall 2020 school reopening plan, “Blended Learning,” for NYC public schools, which called for a combination of remote and in-person instruction for students.[footnoteRef:57] The resumption of school meals for fall 2020 was scheduled to begin on September 29, 2020, when free school meals were planned to be served in the following ways: [57:  New York City Department of Education Elected Official Briefing – Schools Reopening Plan, July 8, 2020. See also Committee Report of the Committees on Education and Health, “Oversight: Reopening NYC Public Schools: Health & Safety,” October 16, 2020, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4622803&GUID=E8D357D8-FFFC-4918-8020-55F889886E5B&Options=Advanced&Search=. ] 

On the Days Students are Learning in School –
· Food is either delivered to classrooms or students can pick up food from meal stations throughout the building to take back to eat in their classrooms. 
· Cafeterias are not being used to serve food or as places for students to sit and eat. 
· Some schools are planning to use cafeterias and other common spaces as classrooms.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  New York Health Foundation, “Fall 2020 NYC School Meals for Children, Families, and Adults,” September 22, 2020, accessed at https://nyhealthfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Fall-2020_NYC-School-Food_one-pager-092220-ENG-final.pdf. ] 


Take-out Meals for Children and Their Families – Most of the DOE’s 1,400 school buildings will be serving take-out meals for all children and other members of the household.
· No registration, ID, or documentation is required to pick up meals. 
· Take-out meal service is available Monday–Friday, 9AM–12PM.
· Three meals per household member, per day – a breakfast and two lunches. 
· Meals are available for all children, whether or not they are enrolled in a school.
· Students, parents/guardians, siblings, friends or even neighbors can pick up take-out meals at convenient sites.
· Take-out meals are available for families even when children are learning in school.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Id.] 


Grab-and-Go Meals for Adult-Only Households - Meals for households with no children will be available at about 200 sites across NYC
· No registration, ID, or documentation is required to pick up meals.
· Meals are available Monday–Friday, 3 PM–5 PM.
· Three meals are provided, per person per day.
· Site locations are determined by community need based on:
· Grab-and-go data since March 2020, and
· The City's home delivered meals program.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Id.] 


Fall 2021 marked a full return to in-person learning for all NYC DOE students, teachers and staff members beginning September 13, 2021.[footnoteRef:61] The Committee is seeking to learn what, if any, residual pandemic effects have impacted school meals programs since schools resumed full in-person instruction. [61:  DOE press release, “A Recovery For All Of Us: Mayor De Blasio And Schools Chancellor Porter Announce Historic Return To School For All New York City Students In September,” May 24, 2021 Updated: Jun 01, 2021, accessed at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/news/announcements/contentdetails/2021/05/24/a-recovery-for-all-of-us-mayor-de-blasio-and-schools-chancellor-porter-announce-historic-return-to-school-for-all-new-york-city-students-in-september. ] 

It’s important to note that, due to school closures and transition to remote instruction early in the pandemic and the ensuing disruption of school food programs, a federal program, the Coronavirus Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer or P-EBT, was created to cover meal expenses for students who typically received free meals when in school but were learning remotely due to the pandemic.[footnoteRef:62] Because New York City is a universal free lunch district, all public school students are eligible to receive P-EBT regardless of their household income or immigration status.[footnoteRef:63] The benefits were retroactive to March 2020 and were loaded on P-EBT cards that were distributed by mail.[footnoteRef:64] Families are due to receive their third round of food benefits in the amount of $375 per child in June 2022.[footnoteRef:65] [62:  Rodrigues-Sherley, Marcela, “NYC school kitchen temperatures reach 135 degrees as food workers continue churning out meals: union officials,” Daily News, Aug 5, 2020, accessed at]  [63:  Id.]  [64:  Id.]  [65:  Id.] 

Issues and Concerns
Despite DOE’s efforts to improve school food, more could be done to increase participation rates and access to healthy food for NYC school-age children.
Participation Related Issues
Data from the 2018-2019 school year, the last year before the COVID-19 pandemic, showed the average daily number of lunches served was 603,244 – less than 60% of the 1.1 million students, all of whom were eligible for free lunch at that time.[footnoteRef:66] In fact, according to Community Food Advocates, the introduction of Universal School Lunch did increase participation: in the 2017-18 school year, the first year of implementation, average daily participation in lunch grew to 596,738 a 5.3% increase citywide over the previous year’s (2016-17) average daily participation of 570,937.[footnoteRef:67] The increase in participation from Universal School Lunch is attributed to two main reasons: it eliminated payment of lunch fees, providing financial relief for families, and it removed the “poverty stigma” that prevented many students from participating out of fear of being labelled “poor” for eating school meals.[footnoteRef:68] [66:  DOE, “Local Law 215/2019 School Food Report,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/government-reports/school-food-reports. ]  [67:  Community Food Advocates, Universal School Lunch in NYC Year One, March 2019, p. 13, accessed at https://www.communityfoodadvocatesnyc.org/_files/ugd/fce5d8_23f3be5d947e4133a1763fd894644ac9.pdf. ]  [68:  Id., p. 1.] 

However, advocates have other recommendations to further increase participation, with completing more cafeteria food court-style redesigns at the top of the list.[footnoteRef:69] Advocates maintain that, not only did high schools with redesigned cafeterias experience a 35% increase in student participation, the model is also highly cost-effective and time efficient, as each cafeteria redesign costs only $500,000 and can be completed in one weekend.[footnoteRef:70] The Lunch 4 Learning Coalition is advocating for an investment of $250 million in capital funds over 5 years to redesign all middle and high school cafeterias.[footnoteRef:71]  [69:  Id., p. 3.]  [70:  Community Food Advocates, “Cafeteria Redesign One-pager,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.communityfoodadvocatesnyc.org/_files/ugd/fce5d8_cb2d37e32347490dbfc4aee06221a898.pdf. .]  [71:  Id.] 

Other cafeteria changes have the potential to improve student participation in school meal programs. For example, installing salad bars, in addition to providing more fresh, healthy food options, has been shown to increase student participation in school lunch programs.[footnoteRef:72] While improvements to cafeteria environments can spur greater participation, poor conditions can deter participation. [footnoteRef:73] Investments in kitchen infrastructure are also needed, as many schools lack equipment to cook food, instead having only the ability to heat pre-prepared foods.[footnoteRef:74] In fact, many school kitchens lack air conditioning, and excessive heat creates problems for food preparation as well as causing unhealthy work conditions for school food workers.[footnoteRef:75] [72:  Salad Bars to Schools, “Top 10 Reasons Why Your School Should Have a Salad Bar,” accessed on 6/11/22 at https://www.saladbars2schools.org/get-a-salad-bar/parents/top-10-reasons/. ]  [73:  Kwan A, Mancinelli K, Freudenberg N, Recipes for Health: Improving School Food in New York City, Hunter College Healthy Public Policies Projects and City Harvest, August 2010, accessed at https://www.gc.cuny.edu/sites/default/files/2021-05/NYCSchoolFood.pdf. ]  [74:  Id. ]  [75:  Elsen-Rooney, Michael, “NYC school kitchen temperatures reach 135 degrees as food workers continue churning out meals: union officials,” Daily News, Aug 5, 2020, accessed at https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-school-kitchen-hot-temperatures-20200805-mzjfikflevgp5osk7vt3k222di-story.html. ] 

Advocates also point to scheduling issues as a factor in student lunch participation. Despite a Federal regulation that schools must offer lunches between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m., overcrowded schools may obtain a waiver and some schedule lunch periods that start as early as 9:30 a.m. and end as late as 2:30 p.m.[footnoteRef:76] Students at the early extreme of that lunch schedule often skip lunch because they’re not hungry yet, while those at the late end may wait until after they leave school to eat.[footnoteRef:77]  [76:  Community Food Advocates, Universal School Lunch in NYC Year One, March 2019, p. 13, accessed at https://www.communityfoodadvocatesnyc.org/_files/ugd/fce5d8_23f3be5d947e4133a1763fd894644ac9.pdf.]  [77:  Id.] 

School food must also be appealing in order to increase student participation. There have been increasing efforts to make school food culturally-appropriate, which is food that's reflective of students' cultures.[footnoteRef:78] The most successful of such efforts are those that poll students about their food preferences and favorites.[footnoteRef:79] [78:  Korfhage, Matthew, “School lunch menus are changing from bland to culturally appropriate across NY and NJ,” lohud, May 16, 2022, accessed at https://www.lohud.com/story/life/2022/05/16/school-lunch-culturally-appropriate-new-york-new-jersey-philadelphia-red-rabbit/7379700001/. ]  [79:  Id.] 

Health and Nutrition Related Issues
The nutritional content of school food and its impact on student health has long been a concern for many, but none more so than the current NYC mayor, Eric Adams. Barely one month into his new role, Mayor Adams pushed for the City’s students to have healthier school food options and for the elimination of chocolate milk from school menus, due to its high sugar content.[footnoteRef:80] A few days later, in early February, the mayor announced that “vegan-focused” menus would be phased into NYC public school cafeterias on Fridays.[footnoteRef:81] These “Vegan Fridays” would be in addition to the “Meatless Mondays” all-vegetarian breakfast and lunch menus instituted in 2019, under then-Mayor Bill de Blasio.[footnoteRef:82] In recognition of this new initiative, DOE’s website is featuring a “Plant Powered Friday” graphic on its home page, with a link to additional information about the program.[footnoteRef:83]   [80:  Sterling, Anna Lucente, “No more chocolate milk? Mayor says he will consider changes to school lunches,” NY1, Spectrum News, January 31, 2022, accessed at https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2022/01/31/mayor-says-he-will-consider-changes-to-school-lunches. ]  [81:  Maya Rajamani, “Adams: NYC public schools to introduce 'Vegan Fridays',” NY1, Spectrum News, February 3, 2022, accessed at https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2022/02/03/adams--nyc-public-schools-to-introduce--vegan-fridays-. ]  [82:  Office of the Mayor press release, “Mayor de Blasio, Chancellor Carranza, and Brooklyn Borough President Adams Announce Citywide Meatless Mondays,” March 11, 2019, accessed at  https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/135-19/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-brooklyn-borough-president-adams-citywide#/0. ]  [83:  DOE website, “Plant Powered Friday,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/food/school-meals/plant-powered. ] 

Many parents and advocates are also concerned about the prevalence of highly processed foods in school meals, such as deli meats, frozen pizza, and breakfast cereals, which contain added salt, sugar and fats that have been linked to high blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes and other health conditions.[footnoteRef:84] For that reason, a number of advocates are calling on DOE to expand its scratch-cooking pilot program and develop a citywide scratch-cooking implementation plan, citing the health benefits of cooking with whole, fresh foods compared to the use of pre-prepared processed foods.[footnoteRef:85] [84:  Coalition for Healthy School Food, “Why Change School Food?” accessed on 6/10/22 at https://healthyschoolfood.org/wp/learn-more/why-change-school-food/. ]  [85:  Strong, Andrea, Reimagining How We Feed and Educate NYC’s Public School Children, NYC Healthy School Food Alliance, accessed on 6/10/22 at https://www.nychealthyschoolfoodalliance.com/resources. ] 

Some advocates point to the lack of sufficient time for students to sit and eat a healthy lunch as a serious concern.[footnoteRef:86] Federal regulations encourage schools “to provide sufficient lunch periods that are long enough to give all students adequate time to be served and to eat their lunches,” but the typical lunch period length is about 30 minutes, which must also include travel time from the classroom to the cafeteria and time in line to select a meal, as well as time to eat.[footnoteRef:87] The NYC Healthy School Food Alliance is calling for longer meal times at schools, citing evidence that students who had fewer than 24 minutes to eat, consumed significantly less of their entrees, vegetables and milk and were significantly less likely to select fruit compared to students who had more time.[footnoteRef:88] The group also maintains that longer lunch times decrease food waste, as food that is not eaten is thrown into the trash, and citing a survey of school cafeteria managers where 44% reported “not enough time to eat” as a factor in plate waste.[footnoteRef:89] [86:  Id..]  [87:  School Nutrition Association website, “School Meal Trends & Stats: Lunch Period Scheduling,” accessed on 6/8/22 at https://schoolnutrition.org/aboutschoolmeals/schoolmealtrendsstats/#2. ]  [88:  Strong, Andrea, Reimagining How We Feed and Educate NYC’s Public School Children, NYC Healthy School Food Alliance, accessed on 6/10/22 at https://www.nychealthyschoolfoodalliance.com/resources.]  [89:  Id.] 

Advocates also call for including more food and nutrition education in NYC schools.[footnoteRef:90] Food and nutrition education supports healthy diets by empowering children with knowledge and skills to make healthy food choices and to adopt lifelong healthy habits.[footnoteRef:91] When children adopt healthier food behaviors, it helps improve their bodies and minds, as research shows improvements in students’ weight status and test scores in math, science and language arts.[footnoteRef:92] According to the CDC, students in the U.S. receive fewer than 8 hours of required nutrition education each school year, far below the 40 to 50 hours that are needed to affect behavior change.[footnoteRef:93] The CDC suggests schools incorporate nutrition education throughout the school day and in various settings, including the classroom, cafeteria, school garden, assemblies, school trips and so on.[footnoteRef:94] [90:  Id.]  [91:  Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, Education & Policy, Program in Nutrition, Teachers College, Columbia University, Food Education Fast Facts, accessed on 6/10/22 at https://www.tc.columbia.edu/media/centers/tisch/briefs-pdfs/Food-Education-Fast-Facts-FINAL.pdf. ]  [92:  Id.]  [93:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Nutrition Education in US Schools,” accessed on 6/10/22 at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/nutrition/school_nutrition_education.htm. ]  [94:  Id.] 

Conclusion
Today’s hearing will provide an opportunity for the Committee to examine the current status of DOE’s school food services and programs. Additionally, students, parents, teachers, unions, advocates and other educational stakeholders will have an opportunity to raise their concerns about school food and meal programs and proposals for improvements. 
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