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ABSTRACT
The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic resulted in school closures and required
school nutrition directors to shift their methods of executing the School Breakfast Program
(SBP) and National School Lunch Program (NSLP). The procurement of items, the composition
of meals, and meal delivery were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Responding to these
changes, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) released several waivers allowing
for flexibility in meal patterns and meal delivery, while maintaining federal reimbursements to
schools. Although school meals have yet to reach pre-pandemic participation numbers, school
districts nationwide have experienced the effects of supply chain disruptions, therein impacting
their ability to meet the nutritional standards of the NSLP and SBP. To mitigate supply chain
issues and provide consistent, quality meals, School Food Authorities needed to leverage
USDA’s additional funding and waivers by continuing to innovate, establish, and communicate
best practices for effective meal delivery.

KEYWORDS: School Meals, Supply Chain, National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast
Program, COVID-19



BACKGROUND

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and
School Breakfast Programs (SBP) provide many school-aged children with a large portion of
their daily dietary needs, protecting their nutritional health and ensuring food security (Cullen &
Chen, 2017). The NSLP and SBP are federal programs that provide reimbursement to schools
adhering to the nutritional standards outlined for each program (USDA 2017; USDA, 2019b).
From a nutrition perspective, school meals are associated with a healthy meal; as such, meals
contain fruits, vegetables, protein, low-fat dairy, and whole grains (Dhillon & Arendt, 2021;
USDA, 2019b). The Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) provides free meals to school-aged
children when school is not in session, also offering USDA reimbursements (USDA, 2019¢).
Children living in households at or below 185% of the federal poverty level qualified for free or
reduced-price meals (FRPM) pre-pandemic (USDA, 2017). The USDA reimbursements are
intended to cover the full or partial cost of a meal and slightly offset the costs of meals for
children who pay full price and are above the income threshold (USDA, 2017). Annually, 15
million and 30 million youth participated in SBP and NSLP respectively, with approximately
75% of participants qualifying for FRPM (USDA, 2021d). School Food Authorities (SFAs)
operate financially separated from school districts with budgets almost entirely reliant on USDA
reimbursements (Kenney et al., 2021).

With the onset of COVID-19 in the spring of 2020, school closures disrupted these essential
nutrition programs. Abruptly, schools were challenged with changing their meal delivery
systems to ensure children received meals. Many school-age children shifted from eating the
majority of their dietary intake at school to consuming meals at home (Borger et al., 2021;
USDA, 2017; USDA, 2019a; USDA, 2019b). School leaders and policymakers attempted to
provide alternative options for students to access free meals during the pandemic (Kinsey, Hecht,
Dunn, et al., 2020; McLoughlin et al., 2020). Despite meal distribution efforts, complex
logistical challenges with little federal guidance reduced the number of school meals served
during the early months of COVID-19 causing food insecurity to rise among vulnerable
populations (Kinsey, Kinsey & Rundle, 2020; SNA, 2021b). School districts were also faced
with supply chain issues; raising concerns for their ability to serve reimbursable meals (SNA,
2020a).

Policy and Supply Chain Effects on Execution of School Nutrition Programs

Lynchpin Food and Nutrition COVID-19 Policy Responses

The policy landscape encompassing school meals evolved substantially since March 2020 and
was amended frequently (Lane et al., 2020). The Families First Coronavirus Response Act
(FFCRA) was passed on March 18, 2020, and authorized the USDA to issue nationwide waivers
for school meal regulations (USDA, 2020b). On March 20, 2020, the Meal Pattern Flexibility
Provision and Non-Congregate Feeding Nationwide Waiver gave schools additional support
throughout the pandemic through the FFCRA (USDA, 2020c; USDA, 2020d; USDA, 2020e).
The National Meal Pattern Flexibility Provision applied to the NSLP and SBP and evolved
throughout the pandemic (USDA, 2020d). It permitted flexibility for items school nutrition
programs may serve without jeopardizing USDA reimbursements which included the dietary
specification for sodium, whole grain-rich offerings, serving a variety of vegetables from the
vegetable subgroups, offering at least two different options of fluid milk, and requiring
unflavored low-fat milk (USDA, 2020d; USDA, 2021b).



The Non-Congregate Feeding Nationwide Waiver enabled school food service programs to serve
meals in settings outside of cafeterias, allowing school districts to offer grab-and-go or delivery
meals, distribute meals for multiple days, and permit parents and legal guardians to pick up
meals without children present (Jablonski et al., 2020; USDA, 2020a). According to research
conducted by the School Nutrition Association (SNA) in May of 2020 surveying school districts
across the U.S. (n = 1,981), meals were delivered to students and families by drive-through meal
distribution sites (81.3%), walk-up distribution sites (57.9%), directly to student homes (41.9%),
along bus routes (31.9%), by partnering with local food banks and organizations to provide
meals and food assistance (13.5%), or by other means (2%) (SNA, 2020b). These two waivers
enabled schools to continue serving students healthy meals while mitigating COVID-19
transmission and reducing food insecurity (USDA, 2020f).

Eventually, free meals to all youth under 18 years old regardless of their FRPM status became
available under the FFCRA (USDA, 2020f). This critical policy development expanded access to
free school meals. Before the onset of the pandemic, only SFAs participating in the Community
Eligibility Provision could serve universal free meals (Kenney et al., 2021; USDA, 2019a).
Although NSLP and SBP received additional funding, policies lacked guidelines on how to
effectively utilize USDA allotments, a sentiment that was echoed by SNA industry members
who felt unsupported (Jablonski et al., 2020; SNA, 2020a). To mitigate future issues, SNA
members’ top priority was creating a task force including USDA, state agencies, operators, and
industry members to develop best practices for operating in national emergencies (SNA, 2020a).

As meal delivery evolved from the traditional foodservice style to grab-and-go items, the food
supply chain needed to adapt to new product offerings and distribution channels (Hobbs, 2021;
SNA, 2020a). Despite concerted efforts to distribute meals, numerous issues affecting the
execution of the NSLP and SBP remained unresolved by the end of the school year (SY) 2019-
2020 (SNA, 2020b). According to SNA’s industry members, corporate officials, and consultants,
the biggest concerns were canceled orders from suppliers, reduced staff, and fewer meals served
(SNA, 2020a). These problems persisted, over 670 million fewer school meals (10.94% loss)
were served in SY 2020-2021 compared to SY 2019-2020 (Kinsey et al., 2020; SNA, 2021d).
Meals served have yet to reach pre-pandemic participation numbers which can be largely
attributed to continued food supply chain disruptions (SNA, 2021d; USDA, 2021d).

Impact of the Food Supply Chain on Meeting SBP and NSLP Standards

The pandemic simultaneously created unprecedented supply and demand challenges which
affected the food supply chain with several sharp demand and supply shocks (Anderson et al.,
2021; Hobbs, 2021; Lane et al., 2020). Initial disruptions to food supply chains were particularly
problematic for schools as closures exacerbated food insecurity in many communities given the
reliance of vulnerable populations on school nutrition programs (Hobbs, 2021). New policies
were implemented while school districts were understaffed and faced widespread procurement
challenges due to the shift from food service to food retail (Hobbs, 2021; Lane et al., 2020).
Perishable commodities created additional constraints as milk is generally delivered daily and
produce must be harvested when ripe. This created short-run disruptions to food supply chains
which resulted in food waste despite efforts made to redirect some of these foods to alternative
outlets, such as food banks, when feasible (Hobbs, 2021).

Highly-specialized food producers created supply chain delays — a drawback of their necessary
specialization when disruptions in sourcing and labor arise (Anderson et al., 2021). Norwood and



Peel (2021) offered a practical solution to prevent future supply chain disruptions: assess the
supply chain’s vulnerabilities, identify the root cause, and address and solve them prior to a
disruptive event. The researchers present the applicable example of searching for and
establishing a relationship with a backup supplier of crucial foodstuffs contingent upon the
primary supplier failing (Norwood & Peel, 2021).

In August 2021, the Meal Pattern Flexibility Nationwide Waiver was extended to allow
continued meal pattern flexibility for SY 2021-2022 due to persistent supply chain disruptions
(USDA, 2021a). Of note, SFAs were permitted to serve low-fat (1%) flavored milk in SBP and
NSLP due to reduced regional milk supplies, insufficient packaging, and labor shortages for
transportation and delivery (Nuelle, 2021; USDA, 2021c).

Applying Lessons Learned to SY 2021-2022

In April 2021, the USDA introduced several flexibilities available throughout SY 2021-2022
such as the NSLP’s Seamless Summer Option to provide higher USDA reimbursements
throughout SY 2021-2022 to cover increased operating costs, while still serving millions of
children free-nutritious meals (USDA, 2021c). Resources, such as webinars and planning tools,
are available for states and schools to navigate the new age of school meal service and
understand the available NSLP/SBP flexibilities more effectively (USDA, 2021c¢). Additionally,
the USDA committed to facilitating evolving conversations with stakeholders across all aspects
of the school meal programs, including school nutrition professionals, governors, congressional
representatives, state agency staff, advocacy organizations, and those involved in the production
and distribution of USDA Foods (USDA, 2021c). New educational resources emphasize helping
school nutrition directors leverage available flexibilities in meal delivery (USDA, 2021c¢).

Due to decreased participation in SBP and NSLP during SY 2020-2021, increased food and
operating costs, and declined revenues, the Universal School Meals Program Act was introduced
in May 2021 (SNA, 2021a). This bill proposed that all public-school districts, education county
offices, and charter schools serve K-12 students two free meals (breakfast and lunch) to all
students, regardless of FRPM status, to ensure all students continue to receive healthy meals
(Universal School Meals Act, 2021). It seeks to eliminate school meal debt and bolster local
economies by incentivizing local food procurement; potentially reducing the impact of supply
chain disruptions (Universal School Meals Act, 2021).

Given the immense amount of change to school nutrition programs since March 2020, the SNA
administered two surveys — Back-to-School 2021 Report and 2021 Supply Chain Survey — to
gauge preparedness for SY 2021-2022 (SNA, 2021a). The Back-to-School 2021 survey was
completed by 1,368 school nutrition director members. Ninety-seven percent (n = 1,274) of
respondents reported continued pandemic supply chain issues as a moderate or serious concern
(SNA, 2021a). Sixty-nine percent (n = 1327) of respondents reported the NSLP/SBP serving the
mandated whole grain-rich foods was a moderate to significant challenge, attributed largely to
pandemic supply chain disruptions (SNA, 2021a). More than 70% of responding programs
reported limiting menu variety and options due to pandemic-related financial concerns (SNA,
2021a). In planning for SY 2021-2022, continued pandemic supply chain disruptions (64.7%, n =
852) and staff shortages (62.4%, n = 823) were identified as the most serious concerns by
responding programs at the time (SNA, 2021d). The policies implemented through the beginning
of SY 2021-2022 failed to provide ample resources to overcome continued supply chain, meal
component, and financial concerns (SNA, 2021a).



USDA Offers $1.5 Billion to Support School Nutrition

On December 17, 2021, the Biden-Harris Administration approved $1.5 billion for states and
school districts to help mitigate supply chain issues and improve school meal quality and
consistency in communities experiencing the greatest disruptions (USDA, 2021e). The USDA
provided $1 billion for schools to purchase meals, $300 million for state-level USDA Foods
purchases, and $200 million for local food cooperative agreements. The USDA is providing
Supply Chain Assistance Funds for school districts to utilize in procuring unprocessed and
minimally processed domestic foods including fresh fruit, milk, cheese, frozen vegetables, and
ground meat for school nutrition programs. To reinforce local food supply chains, states may opt
to use up to 10% of these funds to purchase and distribute local food to nearby schools (USDA,
2021e). Over 85% of respondents reported difficulties obtaining menu items and 97% reported
challenges with higher costs according to SNA in December of 2021 (n = 1,212), suggesting
continued need for federal assistance (SNA, 2021a; SNA, 2021d). This additional funding could
help alleviate some of these concerns.

The USDA will also purchase $300 million of USDA Foods for state distribution to offset supply
chain disruptions. The Local Food for Schools Cooperative Agreement Program seeks to
improve the school food systems by creating a fair, competitive, and resilient local food chain
(USDA, 2021e). The USDA has provided an additional $200 million for food assistance
purchases to states for procuring local foods for school distribution to help meet this goal. School
nutrition directors will greatly benefit from these two programs, more than seventy percent
(70.7%) reported current suppliers are not carrying sufficient menu items needed to meet
nutrition standards (SNA, 2021d).

New USDA data found that most SFAs reported challenges procuring meal service supplies,
meat/meat alternates, and whole grain-rich products was either unchanged or worsening
compared to the beginning of SY 2021-22 (USDA, 2022a, USDA, 2022b). Supply chain issues
continue to affect the delivery of school meals. This survey also cited that limited product
availability—especially ready-to-eat and packaged foods—and orders arriving with missing or
substituted items as the most common challenges to meeting USDA guidelines (USDA, 2022a).
However, SFAs reported that substituting products when possible was the best way to address
these issues (USDA, 2022b). Several school districts reported working with local distributors,
over national ones, to find substitutes proved more reliable and less expensive (Gingerella,
2022). Reaching out to the state’s department of agriculture is the most effective way to initiate
sourcing local foods (Gingerella, 2022). Although this provides a solution for some districts,
many low-income urban districts rely heavily on packaged foods and may not benefit from fresh
locally procured foods because they lack the necessary equipment and employee labor and skill
to prepare and serve them (Stokes & Spruance, 2020). This issue must continue to be addressed
as these schools feed the students who depend on school nutrition programs for the majority of
their daily caloric intake.

CONCLUSIONS AND APPLICATIONS

Over two years after the onset of COVID-19, schools still struggled to meet USDA guidelines
despite continued innovation and support. Ongoing challenges in the delivery and
implementation of the NSLP and SBP demonstrated the importance that multiple sectors must
work together to overcome the continued supply chain issues. It appears that sourcing locally,
when possible, is currently an effective way to find stability in procurement.



School nutrition directors are most directly burdened by supply chain disruptions as shortages
and delivery delays force them to make last-minute menu changes. Utilizing SNA and USDA
supply chain resources, such as the Food Buying Guide, and creating menus using substitution-
friendly products is imperative while issues persist (USDA, 2022a). Staying current with
available flexibilities in school nutrition programs, especially given the increased USDA
funding, is crucial. With over 35% of directors reporting insufficient reimbursements to cover
meal production costs, this support opens additional avenues for financial reprieve (SNA,
2021d).

In turn, SFAs should frequently communicate with food distributors to identify available
products and potential supply chain issues for commercial and USDA foods. Training is
available to support forecasting and procurement strategies. This is especially important with the
newly increased funding to the Local Food for Schools Cooperative Agreement Program and
push to strengthen local food supply chains (USDA, 2021e). Additionally, the USDA offers a
variety of online tools ranging from procurement and menu planning strategies to guides for
navigating roadblocks in school meal distribution (USDA, 2022a). The Child Nutrition Sharing
Site (CNSS) has a live resource hub that is continuously updated by child nutrition program
operators and SFAs (CNSS, 2022).

Both the SNA and USDA Supply Chain surveys illuminated the challenges school nutrition
programs continue to face and should be repeated. On June 30, 2022, President Biden signed the
Keep Kids Fed Act which provides schools and summer meal sites with additional resources to
serve children through the 2022-2023 school year (USDA, 2022c). This, in addition to $1 billion
from the USD, was an indirect response to high food costs and supply chain disruptions. The
Keep Kids Fed Act is working to combat this as it is providing schools with an additionally
temporary reimbursement of $0.40 for lunch and $0.10 for breakfast meal served (USDA,
2022c). This information and funding are vital to provide school nutrition professionals with the
tools and support they need to continuously improve child nutrition programs and provide
students with healthy USDA-compliant meals.
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