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Foods Sold Outside the USDA School Meal Programs

(vending, a la carte, etc.)

v Recommendation:  Congress should give the U.S Department of Agriculture authority to
establish and enforce regulations for all foods sales anywhere on school campuses
throughout the school day in schools that participate in the National School Lunch Program or
School Breakfast Program to ensure that foods sold outside of the school meal programs make a
positive contribution to children’s diets and do not undermine the national investment in school
meals.

Within 6 months of enactment, the Secretary of Agriculture should convene an advisory committee
of experts in child health, nutrition and education to develop recommendations for nutrition
standards for competitive foods.  Within 24 months of enactment, the Secretary should finalize
regulations to improve the nutritional quality of competitive foods.  The regulations should not
preempt states or school districts from having stronger requirements.

v Cost to USDA:  None

v Rationale:

Ø Only 2% of children (2 to 19 years) meet the
five main recommendations for a healthy diet
from the Food Guide Pyramid.1  Three out of
four children consume more saturated fat than is
recommended in the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans.2  Three out of four American high
school students do not eat the recommended five
or more servings of fruits and vegetables each
day.3

Ø Over the last two decades, rates of obesity have
doubled in children and tripled in adolescents.4

Between 1989 and 1996, children's calorie intake increased by approximately 80 to 230
extra calories per day, depending on the child's age and activity level.5,6  The increases in
calorie intake are driven by increased intakes of foods and beverages high in added sugars.
While obesity is a complex, multi-factorial problem, over-consumption of soft drinks and snack
foods plays a key role.

Ø Children who consume soft drinks consume more calories (about 55 to 190 per day) than kids
who do not drink soft drinks.7,8  A study conducted by the Harvard School of Public Health
found that for each additional can or glass of soda or juice drink a child consumes per
day, the child's chance of becoming overweight increases by 60%.9  Consumption of soft
drinks can displace healthier foods from children's diets like low-fat milk, which can prevent
osteoporosis, and juice, which can prevent cancer.7,8,10,11,12  The number of calories children
consume from snacks increased by 30% between 1977 and 1996.13

The Surgeon General's Call to Action to
Prevent and Decrease Overweight and
Obesity 2001 recommends that
"[i]ndividuals and groups across all
settings … [adopt] policies specifying
that all foods and beverages available
at school contribute toward eating
patterns that are consistent with the
Dietary Guidelines for Americans."
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Ø School meals must meet nutrition standards in order for a school food service program to
receive federal subsidies.  In contrast, foods sold outside the meal programs ("competitive"
foods), including those sold in vending machines, a la carte lines, school stores, snack bars, and
fund raisers, are not required by the USDA to meet comparable nutrition standards.  The
USDA currently has very limited authority to regulate these foods.
§ During meal periods, the sale of foods of "minimal nutritional value" (FMNV) is prohibited

by federal regulations in areas of the school where USDA school meals are sold or eaten.
However, FMNV can be sold anywhere else on-campus -- including just outside the
cafeteria -- at any time.

§ A FMNV provides less than 5% of the Reference Daily Intake (RDI) for eight specified
nutrients per serving.14  FMNV include chewing gum, lollipops, jelly beans, and carbonated
sodas.  Many competitive foods are not considered FMNV, such as chocolate candy bars,
chips, fruitades (containing little fruit juice), and therefore are allowed to be sold in the
school cafeteria during meal times.

Ø The sale of competitive foods in schools can negatively affect children's diets, since many are
high in calories, added sugars, and fat and low in nutrients.15  The most common items sold out
of vending machines, school stores, and snack bars include soft drinks, sports drinks, fruit
drinks that are not 100% juice, 100% juice, salty snacks, candy, and baked goods that are not
low in fat.16

Ø Competitive foods are widely available to students.  43% of elementary schools, 74% of
middle/junior high schools, and 98% of senior high schools have vending machines, school
stores, or snack bars.17

Ø Schools should practice what they teach.  Selling low-nutrition foods in schools contradicts
nutrition education and sends children the message that good nutrition is not important.15  The
school environment should reinforce nutrition education in the classroom to model healthy
behaviors.

v Will Schools Lose Funds if Competitive Foods Regulations are Strengthened?

Ø Not necessarily.  North Community High School in Minneapolis replaced most of its soda
vending machines with machines stocked with 100% fruit and vegetable juices and water and
slightly reduced the prices of healthy snack options.  As a result, the sale of healthier items
increased and the school has not lost money.

Ø A middle school and high school in Philadelphia changed their vending machines' beverage
contents to include only 100% juice, 25% juice, and water.  Average monthly revenue from
the machines increased (see Table).

Vending Machine Revenues in Philadelphia Schools (average sales per month)
Prior to change in beverages After change in beverages

Sayre Middle School $304 $333
South Philadelphia High
School

$653 $667
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v Is Regulating Competitive Foods a Federal Issue?

Ø The federal government invests significant resources in the school meal programs
($8.4 billion in FY 2002, including cash payments and commodities), and has strong nutrition
standards for those meals, as well as provides technical assistance and support for states
and local food service authorities to meet those standards.18  Competitive foods of poor
nutritional quality undermine that investment.

Ø The federal government spends large amounts of money treating diet-related diseases such as
heart disease, cancer, diabetes, stroke and osteoporosis through the Medicaid and Medicare
programs and federal employee health insurance.  Those diseases have their roots in childhood.
According to the USDA, healthier diets could prevent at least $71 billion per year in medical
costs, lost productivity, and lost lives.19

Ø Most states leave the development of dietary guidance to federal agencies.  There is no scientific
basis for nutrition standards for school foods to differ for children in different states.
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