May 8, 2023

Honorable Cindy Long

Administrator

United States Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service
Braddock Metro Center Il

1320 Braddock Place

Alexandria, VA 22314

Submitted electronically to: https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/03/23/2023-
05624/child-nutrition-programs-community-eligibility-provision-increasing-options-for-schools

RE: FNS-2022-0044: Child Nutrition Programs: Community Eligibility Provision — Increasing Options for
Schools

Dear Administrator Cindy Long,

The Colorado Children’s Campaign is pleased to provide the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS)
comments in support of the proposed rule, FNS-2022-0044: Child Nutrition Programs: Community
Eligibility Provision — Increasing Options for Schools.

The Colorado Children’s Campaign is a nonprofit, nonpartisan policy, research and advocacy
organization committed since 1985 to realizing every chance for every child. We advocate for the
development and implementation of data-driven public policies that improve child well-being in health,
early childhood, family economic prosperity, and youth success. We do this by providing Coloradans
with trusted data and research on child well-being and organizing an extensive statewide network of
dedicated child advocates.

We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on this FNS proposed rule. We enthusiastically
support the proposed updates to the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).

Food security is a pillar in our health initiatives at the Children’s Campaign, especially as food insecurity
has continued to be a pervasive issue across our state. On average, between 2017 and 2019, 16% of
Colorado kids lived in households that were food-insecure at some point during the year.! Throughout
the pandemic, the share of Colorado households with kids where children were not eating enough
because food was unaffordable ranged from 18% in June 2020 to a high of 37% in December 2021-
January 2022.2 For children living in food-insecure households, meals that they receive at school may be
some of the only sources of nutrition that they consume in a day. In November 2022, Colorado voters
recognized the importance of school meals in mitigating food security when they approved Proposition
FF that creates the Healthy School Meals for All (HSMA) Program, which will provide free school meals
to all public students in Colorado starting in the 2023-2024 school year.?

12022-KC-Final-Low-Res.pdf (coloradokids.org)

2 |bid.

3 The West Steps: What you need to know about Healthy School Meals for All - Colorado Children's Campaign
(coloradokids.org)



https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/03/23/2023-05624/child-nutrition-programs-community-eligibility-provision-increasing-options-for-schools
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/03/23/2023-05624/child-nutrition-programs-community-eligibility-provision-increasing-options-for-schools
https://www.coloradokids.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/2022-KC-Final-Low-Res.pdf
https://www.coloradokids.org/the-west-steps-what-you-need-to-know-about-healthy-school-meals-for-all/
https://www.coloradokids.org/the-west-steps-what-you-need-to-know-about-healthy-school-meals-for-all/

The Children’s Campaign strongly supports expansion of the CEP through the proposed rule’s lowered
minimum identified student percentage (ISP) participation threshold from 40% to 25%. Under the
proposed rule’s revised ISP thresholds, school districts, schools, and groups of schools would be required
to have an ISP of 25% or higher to participate in the CEP.* The CEP allows schools to provide free meals
to students while also reducing stigma, eliminating lunch debt, reducing administrative burden on
school staff and streamlining school meal operations. Lowering the ISP thresholds would allow more
schools to be able to participate in the CEP, allowing more students access to free school meals.

Ensuring more students can access free school meals benefits all students and families, regardless of the
family’s income and/or socioeconomic status. This has become increasingly apparent, especially as
families and states are still reeling from the social, health and financial impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic. Families’ income can fluctuate greatly, causing modest to significant impacts on financial
security. Fluctuations in income disproportionately impact families who rely on seasonal income, earn
commissions, or work in industries where there are frequent layoffs or employment uncertainty is
common.® These also are disproportionately families of color.® Therefore, offering free school meals to
all students gives families peace of mind that regardless of changes in income, their child will receive the
nutrition they need to thrive.

As mentioned previously, public school students in participating districts in Colorado will be eligible to
receive healthy and free school meals regardless of their families’ income starting in the 2023-2024
school year due to the passage of Proposition FF. More schools participating in the CEP, as the proposed
rule would allow, would also help Colorado maximize federal funds to provide free meals to students,
thus decreasing the reliance on state funding to support the HSMA program.

The Colorado Children’s Campaign strongly urges the FNS to finalize and adopt the revisions in the
proposed rule as quickly as possible to support the implementation of the HSMA program and ensure
that almost a million Colorado kids can nourish their bodies at school each year with no cost to their
families.

Respectfully submitted,

Hunter Nelson, MSW

%/wai?/b N ebuon

Policy Analyst

Colorado Children’s Campaign
Mobile: (720) 862-4210
Hunter@coloradokids.org
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