SNA Statement on USDA Meal Cost Study
April 11, 2008 -- On April 11, 2008, the US Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service released the "School Lunch and Breakfast Cost Study-II" indicating  that "full costs" to produce National School Lunch Program lunches "generally exceeded the free lunch subsidy" provided to prepare them.  Collected from the 2005-2006 school year two years ago, these findings directly echo recent research conducted by the School Nutrition Association (SNA) in 2007 that show combined labor, food and indirect costs necessary to provide a school lunch are greater than the Federal reimbursement, commodity entitlement and average price paid by students who do not qualify for a free school lunch.

The USDA Meal Cost Study Summary of Findings states that for the average School Food Authority (SFA), "the full cost to produce a reimbursable lunch was $2.91. When results are weighted by the total reimbursable lunches served by each SFA, the mean full cost to produce a reimbursable lunch was $2.79." This far exceeds the regular $2.495 per meal subsidy rate for free lunches in the 2005-06 school year ($2.32 in cash reimbursements plus $0.175 in entitlement commodities with an extra $.02 per meal in high poverty school districts). While the Meal Cost Study found contradictory results when comparing the "reported costs" versus "full costs" to prepare a school lunch, SNA firmly believes all costs associated with preparing a meal need to be factored in as these all must be absorbed by school district nutrition programs. Using "reported costs" rather than "full costs" when determining the cost of a meal presents a skewed picture, similar to the idea that the advertised price to purchase a car is the same as its actual cost.

SNA data shows the increase in food, milk and energy costs, combined with high labor and benefit costs, are driving school boards to raise lunch prices and school nutrition programs to cut costs or go into the red. Many food items critical to providing balanced, nutritious school meals saw double-digit price increases from February 2007 to February 2008, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Price Index, such as:

1. Milk increased by 15% 

2. Apples increased by 10% 

3. Oranges increased by 16% 

4. Eggs increased by 31% 

5. Dried beans and peas increased by 11.5% 

Since the 2005-2006 school year when the USDA Meal Cost Study data was collected, school districts have approved and implemented unfunded local school wellness policies and have phased in more food and beverage items from the Food Groups to Encourage as outlined in the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. As a result, school districts are serving more whole grain items, more fresh fruits and vegetables, more low fat dairy and more transfat free products. All of these items add costs to school meals that would not have been reflected in the 2005 - 2006 school year data. Districts are paying more this year for the food and beverages necessary to provide balanced, nutritious school meals and costs are exceeding the Federal per meal reimbursement of $2.47 for a "free" school lunch.

In the Dayton, Ohio, area for example, school nutrition programs are spending 13 cents per serving of whole grain bread compared to 7 cents for a serving of white sandwich bread, whole wheat hamburger buns are 14 cents compared to 9 cents for white. As of January 2008 in Central Florida, food costs for school nutrition programs show similar increases:

· Apple prices are up 18% 

· Tomatoes have risen 68% 

· Wheat bread has increased 8.5% 

· A carton of 1% chocolate milk costs about 35 % more this year 

The SNA 2007 Trends Report, based on research collected from 200 school districts in July 2007, found the following cost increases were experienced by school nutrition programs during the 2006-2007 school year:

· Food: 86.1% of school districts indicated an increase in their programs' food costs 

· Labor: 83.2% indicated an increase in their programs' labor costs 

· Gas/Transportation: 84.6% indicated an increase in their programs' gas and/or transportation costs 
Another factor that the USDA Study fails to address is the effect of USDA Bonus Commodity purchases. In 2005-2006 school nutrition programs were able to take advantage of millions of pounds of pineapple, sweet potatoes, salmon and asparagus through the Bonus Commodity Program. So far this year, less of these Bonus Commodities have been available to schools.  With the significant increase from $79 per barrel in 2005 to more than $110 per barrel this month, the price of oil has had an impact on food prices as well as on school districts that prepare foods at central kitchen and transport them to individual schools. School district's general funds are also feeling the financial pinch this year, making it less likely that they can subsidize school nutrition programs. A recent article in the National School Boards Association's School Board News stated "School districts across the nation are feeling the pinch as the worsening economy is forcing them to make tough decisions about cutting programs and staff. With many governors proposing to freeze K-12 funding for 2008-09 at current-year levels or even cut funding, school boards are looking at various ways to trim expenses, from raising class sizes to eliminating popular programs."

Additional funding from all levels of government and private sources are needed to ensure healthier food options.

SNA research has found that based on an estimated average cost to prepare a school lunch (including labor, food and other inputs) of about $2.70 to $3.10, and revenue of anywhere from $2.00 to $2.60 to offset that cost (from federal reimbursements, commodity entitlement and the average price paid for a school lunch) school nutrition programs are experiencing a potential loss of $5 to $8 million per school day based on 30 million school lunches provided.

The 55,000 members of the School Nutrition Association look forward to working with the USDA, members of Congress and child nutrition advocates to secure additional federal, state and local resources to assist school nutrition programs in providing the most nutritious meals possible to our nation's children.  
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