Summary of Public Comments on Nutrition Standards in the National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs

After reviewing approximately 300 public comments on the Nutrition Standards in the National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, several common themes were evident.  First, there is overwhelming support for the thrust of the proposed rule but significant criticism of specific aspects.  While most schools support the increased inclusion of fruits and vegetables and whole grains, as well as the limitation of sodium and fats, approximately 75% of the commentators were concerned that new guidelines would lead to waste and that the program was too ambitious in its timeframe.  A large number of respondents were also concerned that the program would cost schools too much and that adherence to the new rules would cause some districts to do away with breakfast programs.       

School districts were especially concerned about three main issues surrounding the proposed rule.  First, they were concerned with the basic content of the new nutritional guidelines.  In general, there was widespread support for the thrust of the new rule but concerns over specifics.  The sodium guidelines, the limit on starchy vegetables and increased serving sizes were of particular concern to schools, many of which felt the new guidelines were impractical.  The second area of concern to schools was the cost of the new program.  Respondents generally felt that the new rules would prove expensive to implement and that, as a result, they would be unable to continue certain programs, most commonly breakfast.  The final area of concern was the timing of the implementation of the new rule.  Most schools felt effective implementation would require extensive training of staff and adjustments by students.  A common suggestion was that the new guidelines not be implemented until the 2013-2014 school year.  

Nutrition Guidelines: 
1. Fruits and Vegetables:  There is widespread support for the increased availability of various types of fruits and vegetables.  However, many are concerned that new serving amounts are too large for children to consume.  The major point of concern is the new cap on the amount of starchy vegetables that can be served, which many feel is unnecessarily limiting.
·  “The proposed new vegetable subgroups represent an important step forward for the Agency and would allow for easier meal planning and compliance for school food service employees” (American Academy of Pediatrics, O. Marion Burton, FNS-2007-0038-44205, posted 05/-8/2011).
· “The proposed limit of ‘starchy’ vegetables to 1 cup per week creates unrealistic limitations.  The rationale stated is that if the starchy vegetables are limited the students will then take the other vegetables. Our members believe that the students will not take the other vegetables and if they are required to take them, they will not eat them. Perhaps the real target should be ‘fried’ potatoes and to limit them to one time a week. We believe a better approach would be to require at least one different vegetable daily during the week. This approach is consistent with the proposed fruit requirement” (Benton-Carroll-Salem Local School District, Lisa Rauch, FNS-2007-0038-9902, posted 05/04/2011).
· “We are strongly concerned about the proposed limiting of ‘starchy vegetables’ for a number of reasons. First, this is contrary to both the 2005 and the recently released 2010 Dietary Guidelines, which do not require such a limit, recognizing that the carbohydrates provided by these vegetables are important for brain function and for growing children. . . In addition, limiting starchy vegetables limits the ability to use fresh produce in season such as corn and potatoes” (Denver Public Schools Food and Nutrition Services, Leo Lesh, FNS-2007-0038-11214, posted 05/04/2011).
2. Sodium:  There is support for decreasing the amount of sodium in school meals, however many feel that the guidelines set out by the proposed rule are both too stringent and impractical.  
· “Implementing the strict sodium requirement at the final target level is overly restrictive for the school population—the proposed level is intended for clinical treatment of hypertensive individuals. Lower sodium meals may negatively impact student acceptance of these foods, participation in the meal programs, and costs” (California Department of Education, Phyllis Bramson, FNS-2007-0038-36224, posted 05/08/2011).
· “Most districts already have been working proactively with manufacturers to reach this sodium limit before it becomes law. However, the students have noticed the difference in taste of the food and many are very unhappy with the new quality of the reduced sodium products.  This will also be VERY challenging and will take time to develop new recipes and train staff” (Foresthills School District, Tia Straus, FNS-2007-0038-1789, posted 05/03/2011).
· “Our schools have already starting lowering the sodium, but until the manufacturers can provide a product low in sodium that the students will eat I think we are fighting a losing battle” (Russellville City School, Elizabeth Patrick, FNS-2007-0038-10125, posted 05/04/2011).
3. Whole Grains: New measures to increase the amount of whole grains consumed as part of school meals have support, however there are concerns that some students will not find new options, such as whole grain pasta, palatable.  The changing requirements also present logistical problems for school staff.  
· “The proposal of going all whole grain might be too ambitious.  I feel that all our breads and pastas should be whole grain, but maybe nearly impossible for all other products to be entirely whole grain, especially if we must rely on manufacturers” (Jefferson County Board of Education, Kelly Walder-Mahaffey, FNS-2007-0038-43682, posted 05/08/2011).  
· “The whole grain requirement will be a significant challenge in our school. Some students prefer wheat breads and have accepted some of our changes to serve more whole grains. However, many students eat "sliced white" at home and absolutely do not like the "dark bread". Whole grain pastas are not well accepted. The timing for the implementation of 100% whole grain-rich is especially concerning. Why not continue to recommend movement towards whole grains and have some pilot programs institute the strict recommendations?” (Moss-Nuckols Elementary School, D. Carter, FNS-2007-0038-14995, posted 05/05/2011).
4. Meats/Meat Alternatives:  Support for the increased consumption of lean meats is widespread.  However, many are concerned about the new requirement of a meat or meat substitute at breakfast, especially as its inclusion makes meeting sodium guidelines difficult.
· “The serving of 1 ounce of meat/meat alternate at breakfast is challenging, and could either eliminate popular breakfast choices or incur increased costs without the meal gaining credit for the components” (Nash-Rocky Mount Public Schools Child Nutrition Program, Sarah Faircloth, FNS-2007-0038-13860, posted 05/04/2011).
· “NPS is concerned that discouraging the use of processed meats is unnecessary and unduly restrictive.  Any restriction on meats is already sufficiently covered in the meal pattern requirements for calories, fat, and sodium.  Further, “processed meats” are not defined within current regulations or within the proposed rule.  The term is inconsistent with existing references in regulations and the Food Buying Guide for Child Nutrition Programs to meat/meat alternates” (Norfolk Public Schools, Betty Donley, FNS-2007-003817402, posted 05/05/2011). 
· “The requirement to provide a protein item at breakfast will definitely add to the meal cost. Furthermore, for the high school pattern, two ounces on several days of the week will be extremely costly. Additionally, it will be difficult to achieve the saturated fat and sodium goals with this much protein” (Pleasant Valley Elementary School, Shelly Begoon, FNS-2007-0038-5430.1)
5. Fluid Milk:  Commentators support the increased consumption of milk amongst school aged children.  A major concern, however, was the availability of fat free options.  
· “There have been studies that skim flavored milk decreases the number of students taking milk, for 10 to 20 more calories (1% milk) students would continue to drink 1% flavored milk. Please allow 1% flavored milk along with requiring 1% unflavored and skim unflavored milk” (Ionia Public Schools, Jacqueline Rockafellow, FNS-2007-0038-26460, posted 05/06/2011).
· “The availability of fat-free flavored milk is of major concern. At this time, it is our understanding that dairies do not produce a chocolate flavored skim milk that is acceptable, making implementation of this provision difficult. More important, than restricting the type of fluid milk available is to increase the students’ intake of calcium. It should not matter if students’ milk consumption is in the form of skim milk or low-fat milk, flavored or unflavored,  what should matter is that the students are drinking milk, which is the recommendation of the 2010 Dietary Guidelines” (Upper Perkiomen School District food Services, Valerie Nartowicz, FNS-2007-0038-17398, posted 05/05/2011).  
6. Calorie Ranges:  In general, there is support for the new guidelines surrounding minimum and maximum calories in school meals.  There is some concern, however, about the ability of schools that serve multiple age groups to meet these requirements.
· “This will be a challenge for schools that have overlapping grades.  For example, my elementary schools serve K-6 grades and 7-12 grades are served together in the HS Cafeteria.  These caloric ranges are difficult to meet and include a variety of foods.  The calorie minimums and maximums have very little overlap between K-5 and 6-8 and no overlap between 8-8 and 9-12—making it impossible to create a menu for some schools” (Norwood City School District, Roger Kipp Jr., FNS-2007-0038-0742).  

Implementation Concerns:
Despite widespread support for the changes in school meal requirements, there are several areas of concern regarding the implementation of the program.  
1. Cost:  The proposed changes in nutrition have serious consequences for schools which now have to buy, store and serve different types of food in increased amounts.  The proposed increase in funding will not cover expected costs, a problem for small programs especially.
· “The proposed requirement that a student must take the fruit or vegetable for a meal to be reimbursable. This will result in excessive plate waste and a minimum food cost increase of 25.3 cents per breakfast and 7.2 cents per lunch (estimate per USDA). A simple increase in offerings of additional fruits and vegetables should increase consumption and still allow students a choice through our current ‘Offer verses Serve’ procedure” (Daviess County Public Schools, Diane Lindsey, FNS-2007-0038-41409, posted on 05/08/2011).
· “One serving of potatoes delivers 13 percent of a child's daily potassium needs and 9 percent of recommended fiber levels for less than 5 cents, Non-starchy vegetable alternatives are significantly more expensive than potatoes, costing from 15 percent more for lettuce to 84 percent more for carrots” (Dublin City Schools, Brian Hunt, FNS-2007-0038-1298.1, posted 05/03/2011).
· “The proposed rule talks about the lack of [whole grain] product availability, anticipating growth based on increased demand. However, until the broader market grows, schools will bear significantly higher costs to meet the regulatory requirements. The cost assumptions in the proposed rule probably do not accurately estimate what these costs will be or how long it will take for market dynamics to moderate costs” (Fairview School District, Loriann Squires, FNS-2007-0038-21580, posted 05/06/2011).
· “Based on our preliminary analysis, we believe that the proposed regulations will increase the cost of each breakfast in our city by approximately 43 cents and will increase the cost of each lunch by approximately 32 cents.  Even if New York City schools qualify for the additional 6 cent lunch reimbursement . . . these dramatically increased costs—which add up to as much as $45,000,000 annually in New York City—will not allow us to maintain the same high quality that we successfully deliver in the approximately 860,000 meals we serve each and every school day” (the New York City Department of Education, Megan Bacigalupi, FNS-2007-0038-44352).
· “The increase in meal cost for paid students will potentially reduce meal participation rates.  Has research been conducted to analyze regional costs of a paid student’s meal?  With our current economy this would set back our families and some children would financially be unable to afford a school lunch” (Franklin County School Nutrition Program, Carol Humphres, FNS-2007-0038-2275, posted 05/03/2011).  
· In addition to purchasing more produce, whole grains and lean proteins, schools will face significant equipment and training expenses. Meeting these new requirements would require schools especially smaller schools like mine to secure additional coolers, freezers and dry storage spaces; upgrade small-wares and sinks required to wash and process the additional fresh produce; modify and replace serving lines to accommodate larger portions; and train staff on storage, preparation and service of new menu items. . . .These challenges arrive at a time when schools and states are cash-strapped and reconsidering any financial support of our programs. . . . In light of cost concerns, I support SNA recommendations that implementation of the revised breakfast meal pattern requirements be delayed until additional funding is available to help offset costs” (Kingston K-14 School District, Leta Lute, FNS-2007-0038-17675, posted 05/05/2011). 
· “The USDA’s estimated costs related to implementing the changes are understated.  These estimated costs may reflect food costs, but do not include the cost of training staff, equipment needs and possible loss in meals served” (Long Beach Unified School District, Cecelia Slater, FNS-2007-0038-42121).
· “The extra ½ cup serving of fruit required will be of significant cost to our department. . . . To serve one cup of fruit at both breakfast and lunch could cost departments approximately $0.20-$0.60 more each day per student” (Norwood City School District, Roger Kipp Jr., FNS-2007-0038-0742).  
· “The proposed additional food that would be required in the meal plan will lead to unacceptable food waste. Our students do not have the time, in the confines of a school schedule, to eat so much food. Please consider the following: The additional food cost is excessive - about $.5 million for our District.  If unaffordable, 9000 students may not get breakfast at school” (York Elementary, Nevis Henry, FNS-2007-0038-1483, posted 05/03/2011).
· “Schools will not have capacity to recover costs associated with proposed meal pattern.  USDA has not adequately studied financial ramification (using old data with questionable assumptions).  A great majority of schools with relatively low free/reduced eligibility may drop from program” (Staunton City Schools, Shirley Eagle, FNS-2007-0038-1559, posted 05/03/2011).
· “We have great concern that the proposed rule for Nutrition Standards in National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs may have the unintended consequence of undermining the programs, denying access to the most healthful meal some of our school children receive each day. . . . School meal programs are already financially challenged. Increasing the cost of producing meals beyond the resources available to schools to provide them may result in schools dropping the program, which again results in not having a positive impact on children’s health. In the case of the proposed rule, this concern is greatest for the breakfast program”(Bellefonte Area School District, Barbara Eckley, FNS-2007-0038-17837, posted 05/05/2011).
2. Waste:  Another concern is that the proposed changes will lead to an increase in waste if students are served either too much food or foods they will not eat.
· “Making it mandatory for children to take both fruit and vegetable at lunch when they do not want or quite possibly cannot consume both in this small amount of time and at these young ages is a waste of food and money” (Buffalo Board of Education Food Service, Ruth Gray, FNS-2007-0038-1486, posted 05/03/2011)
· “As director of school meal programs, I support an increase in fruits and vegetables to be ‘offered’ in the proposed meal changes. However, I do not believe the serving sizes required in the proposed rules are reasonable amounts. 1 am concerned the meal pattern changes, as proposed, will create significant waste in our breakfast and lunch programs, particularly at the elementary school level” (Harrisburg R-VIII School District, Heather Kalb, FNS-2007-0038-9515.1)
· “In reality, serving small children ¾ cup of vegetables per day is a dream, it will go into the garbage, that is too much food for their little stomachs.  One cup in high school is another dream. . . . Plate waste is what you are going to see and increased cost to the program” (Kankakee Valley School Corporation, Linda Howard, FNS-2007-0038-13708).
· “Please keep Offer vs. Serve allowing our students to make the healthy choices needed but not mandating they take large amounts of food to be later tossed in the trash. If Offer VS. Serve is eliminated by piling large amounts of food on each child's plate may lead to obesity and create a waste factor we all cannot afford” (Rosemead School District, Diane Ezzo, FNS-2007-0038, posted 05/04/2011).
3. Timing:  Another  concern surrounding the changes to school nutrition guidelines is how soon these changes must be implemented and if it is possible to enact them both quickly and efficiently.
· “The quick timing of these changes” (Alexandria City Public Schools, Hanan Abu-Ghannam, FNS-2007-0038-1549, posted 05/03/2011).
·  “If new food products and food preparations are introduced at a too rapid rate, our ability to work with and educate students regarding the changes, and to make them part of the process is more difficult. Too rapid change can cause participation rates to drop, complaints from students and parents regarding the changing nature of meals, to increase costs that rise more rapidly than can be prudently managed, and the integrity and acceptability of the school food program may be called into question” (Howard County Public Schools, Linda Con Paris, FNS-2007-0038-9498, posted 05/04/2011).
4. Student Participation:  Due to cost and changes in the menu, many are concerned that these changes will decrease student participation in school meal programs.
· “Student participation will decrease especially from the Paid category leading to the programs perceived as the “free meal” eating options and kids will be overtly identified as needy if they participate in the programs” (Sacramento City Unified School District, Brenda Pandilla, FNS-2007-0038-41940, posted 05/08/2011).
· “Paid Student meal price increases as proposed. Potentially will result in the NSLP serving only to students in free and reduced meal program status. Participation of paying children decreases as meal prices increase at the local level. Paying students begin to bring bag/box meals which are limited in nutritionally sound food items. Meal items brought from home or purchased outside the school cafeteria typically include prepackaged items that exceed existing nutritional standards and will significantly exceed proposed standards. Many older students will opt to skip a meal during the school day and eat after school. This behavior leads to decreased learning and increased behavior problems in the classroom” (Saraland City Schools, Kay Johnson, FNS-2007-0038-14385, posted 05/05/2011).  

Further Recommendations: 
1. Timing and Implementation:  One of the major concerns of many who have studied the changes to school nutrition is how quickly the changes can be implemented.  Time is needed, not only to train staff, but also to allow children to adjust and to find new sources for healthier foods.
· It would be “prudent to consider delaying the mandatory implementation of the rules until school year 2013-2014.  The Department could encourage that the revised meal patterns be implemented voluntarily prior to that date, and incentivize the early implementation with the additional reimbursement provided by the Act.”  (Anne Arundel County Public Schools, Janice Tucker, ID # FNS-2007-0038-22195, posted 05/06/2011, one of many form letters from the district).
· “Delay implementation of the revised breakfast meal pattern requirements until additional funding is available to offset costs” (Dallas ISD, Michael Hinojosa, FSN-2007-0038-38090, posted 05/08/2011).
· “The rule imposes an unreasonable timeline due to the complexity of the program, supply chain issues, procurement and bidding process, menu and recipe changes, staff retraining, equipment and storage needs, and commodity purchases. . . .In order to provide schools adequate time to train staff, secure necessary equipment, change menus, identify new suppliers, and help students adapt to the new meals, I support SNA's request delaying mandatory implementation of the rule until at minimum the school year 2013-2014” (Kingston K-14 School District, Leta Lute, FNS-2007-0038-17675, posted 05/05/2011).
· “Conduct pilot studies to collect data regarding implementation issues, challenges, and strategies for success” (Madison County Public Schools, Patricia Seale, FNS-2007-0038-1573).
· “I strongly recommend that training and documentation materials, including revised Food Guides, be provided by USDA a minimum of one year prior to implementation of this meal pattern.  Sufficient lead time needs to be provided so that software vendors providing meal pattern, nutrient analysis and other related products can develop and implement any updates that may be required by or may be a consequence of changes in school meal patterns.  Doing so will help ease the significant changes required with the implementation process for school districts” (Mead School District, Millicent Hill, FNS-2007-0038-29292, posted 05/07/2011).
· “Please consider delaying the mandatory implementation of the rule until school year 2013-14. This will give Nutrition Services Program Directors/Managers an opportunity to implement the changes over the next two years rather than one year.  A lot of changes at one time can be hard on students and program.    The Department should encourage districts to voluntarily start the implementation of the revised meal patterns prior to that date” (Rainier School District, Jeni Kelly, FNS-2007-0038-34537, posted 05/07/2011).
· “Breakfast modifications will be challenging in the absence of additional resources to support the extra cost, particularly those costs associated with providing additional servings of fresh fruits and vegetables and protein. We recommend that implementation of the revised breakfast meal pattern requirements be delayed until additional funding is available to help offset these costs” (Talbot County Public Schools, Bill Mengal, FNS-2007-0038-13285, posted 05/04/2011).
2. Nutrition:  Overall, respondents were supportive of the new nutritional guidelines put forth by the proposed rule, feeling that the changes would help combat childhood obesity and other chronic illnesses.
· “Further study needs to be done of flavor acceptability of low sodium foods, as well as research and education on alternative seasoning methods and products, such as herbs and spices” (Cobb County School District FNS, Shani Hall, FNS-2007-0038-2740, posted 05/03/2011).
· “I recommend that USDA make an allowance for naturally occurring sodium found in foods like milk and meat” (Lee county Public Schools, Kathy Turner, FNS-2007-0038-2537).
· “I also have concerns about the complexity of menu planning as proposed. Most schools plan menus by the day. Shifting to a weekly meal pattern to accommodate the subgroups of vegetables is unduly complex. . . . Either the requirement should be daily or weekly, but not both” (Fairview School District, Loriann Squires, FNS-2007-0038-21580, posted 05/06/2011). 
· “We recommend that the USDA adopt weekly meat/meat alternate requirements without the daily minimum for breakfast and lunch.  This will increase menu flexibility while reducing the consumption of fat and sodium caused by the need to serve a meat/meat alternate each day” (Philadelphia Department of Public Health, Donald Schwarz, FNS-2007-0038-38892, posted 05/08/2011).  
