
March 12, 2024

The Honorable Gavin Newsom

Governor, State of California

1021 O Street, Suite 9000

Sacramento, CA 95814

The Honorable Mike McGuire

President pro Tempore, California Senate

1021 O Street, Suite 8610

Sacramento, CA 95814

The Honorable Robert Rivas

Speaker, California Assembly

1021 O Street, Suite 4510

Sacramento, CA 95814

The Honorable Scott Wiener

Chair, Senate Budget and Fiscal Review

1021 O Street, Suite 8620

Sacramento, CA 95814

The Honorable Jesse Gabriel

Chair, Assembly Committee on Budget

1021 O Street, Suite 8230

Sacramento, CA 95814

The Honorable David Alvarez

Chair, Assembly Subcommittee 3 on Education Finance

1021 O Street, Suite 4510

Sacramento, CA 95814

The Honorable John Laird

Chair, Senate Subcommittee 1 on Education

1021 O Street, Suite 8720

Sacramento, CA 9581



RE: SUPPORT - Governor’s Proposal to Fully Fund School Meals for All in the 2024-25 Fiscal Year Budget

Dear Governor Newsom, Senate President pro Tempore McGuire, Assembly Speaker Rivas, Budget

Committee Chairs Senator Wiener and Assemblymember Gabriel, and Budget Subcommittee Chairs

Senator Laird and Assemblymember Alvarez,

The undersigned organizations are writing as the members of the 2024 School Meals for All Coalition to

strongly support the Newsom Administration’s continued commitment to prioritize and protect school

nutrition programs in the California Budget. We support the Administration's thoughtful commitment

to fully fund our state’s School Meals for All program in the January Budget proposal, especially during

challenging economic times for California families. We strongly support the $122.2 million in funding

for increased participation that will serve an estimated 845 million school meals in 2024–25. We

respectfully urge the legislature to uphold this commitment to California’s legacy of safeguarding the

health of our children by transforming school food.

California has been a national leader in the movement to provide free meals to all TK–12 public school

students. This is due to a shared vision to fight child hunger with more freshly-prepared and

California-grown school meals that benefit our state’s economy, its environment, and its students. To

protect the progress towards this vision, we encourage you to uphold the ongoing commitments

proposed in the January Budget that continue to fully fund School Meals for All. We also strongly support

maintaining California’s state reimbursement of $0.9760 per meal. While other states struggle with

decreased participation and concerns over the long-term financial sustainability of their school nutrition

programs, more California students are choosing to participate in free school breakfasts and lunches, and

fewer are going hungry. This is thanks to our state’s keen investments in students, schools, and school

nutrition staff.

With the conclusion of CalFresh Emergency Allotments in March 2023, California’s 3 million households

that rely on CalFresh lost an average of $180 per month in benefits, or a total of $500 million per month

statewide. As a result of this and the ending of other critical public support and inflation, 1 in 4

households — or a shocking 1 in 3 families with children — are facing the toxic stress and harm of food

insecurity. These rates are comparable to those in 2020 during the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic,

and communities of color — Black and Latino households in particular — are facing deep and

disproportionate impacts. Amidst devastating and still increasing rates of hunger and poverty, food banks

are straining to meet demand. Food banks are receiving more calls from community members seeking

food support, serving more people at their food distribution sites, and spending down their food

purchasing budgets rapidly. Consistent and reliable investments in our state’s School Meals for All

program help to address this hunger in impacted communities across California.

Federal school meals programs do not account for the needs of those in states with higher costs of living,

like California. School Meals for All is essential for millions of children and their families who continue to

struggle with making ends meet in our state’s cost environment. For instance, before School Meals for All

a family of four needed to make less than $39,000 a year to qualify for federal free school meals, or less
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than $55,500 to qualify for reduced-priced meals.1 With these low federal eligibility thresholds, 60% of

California public school students (about 3.5 million kids) were qualified for federal free or reduced price

meals in 2022-23.2 In short, School Meals for All is helping California students and families who are on

the margins of living in poverty in California, but who do not meet these extremely low federal

thresholds for meal assistance. Additionally, research shows that many hungry students who were

eligible for free meals did not participate in school meals programs because of the stigma prior to School

Meals for All. Other eligible students did not apply due to concerns that submitting the required

paperwork could affect their immigration status. School Meals for All empowers families financially and

nourishes students on the margins of poverty, those who suffered stigma, and those who are

undocumented.

Since the adoption of School Meals for All, coalition co-sponsors have been visiting school districts and

farms to spotlight the impacts of California’s nutrition programs. We have seen firsthand the successful

implementation of California’s School Meals for All on the ground, while also learning about the practical

and administrative challenges of freshly preparing locally-sourced meals at scale by talking with

administrators, staff, students, parents, and farmers. These visits have consistently demonstrated the

critical importance of policies like state reimbursements, which have been essential for supporting a

robust statewide school meals program.

School Meals for All funding is still addressing long-term issues of historical underfunding of school food

service programs. According to school nutrition leaders in our state, program investments are significant

as supply chain challenges continue, as well as increased costs for food, labor, and other consumer

goods.3 In fact, out of all the existing California state-level policies that support the implementation of

School Meals for All, 92 percent of school nutrition directors ranked the state meal reimbursement as

either “very important” or “most important,” according to a recent Center for Ecoliteracy survey with 49

public school districts that collectively serve over 1.49 million students and 24 percent of California’s

total school meals served.

The report published in February by the Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) proposed significant cuts to the

state meal reimbursement and the School Meals for All program. The School Meals for All coalition

opposes the LAO’s proposals, as they fail to acknowledge the significant harm that would be inflicted on

our children, school food workers, educational institutions, and families. In short, the LAO’s proposals

would jeopardize the capacity of school nutrition programs to provide food for students and hire staff to

serve meals. Cuts to essential program funding will exacerbate staffing shortages and vacancies among

school nutrition positions, with ramifications for students in the form of fewer points of service, leading

to longer lunch lines, more kids going hungry, and thus, undermining their ability to learn. The LAO’s

3 The OC Register, Inflation is Producing, and Hiding, Hunger in Southern California, 12.2.22; Bureau of Labor Statistics,
Consumer Price Index, Los Angeles Area, 10.22; LA Times, In Battle with Big Oil, Newsom Rips Into Valero’s 500% Rise in Profit
Amid Soaring Gas Prices, 10.25.22

2 California Department of Education. 2022-23 data. Available at:
https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/Cbeds1.asp?FreeLunch=on&cChoice=StatProf1&cYear=2022-23&cLevel=State&cTopic=FRPM&
myTimeFrame=S&submit1=Submit

1 California Department of Education, Income Eligibility Scales for School Year 2023–24, Accessed 3.4.24
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proposed cuts also do not take into account the current initiatives that will reduce outyear budget

pressures and increase federal funding for School Meals for All, such as improving direct certification

processes and probabilistic matching, and increased numbers of families submitting income information

in 2024 because of Summer EBT.

Nationally, recent poll results show that universal school meals have garnered widespread support, and

have been adopted as a priority in the “Biden-Harris Administration National Strategy on Hunger,

Nutrition, and Health,” released in September 2022. We encourage the Legislature and the

Administration to use their federal lobbying capacity to support current federal legislative proposals to

establish universal school meals nationally. Until that is achieved, we encourage the state to join us in

advocating for an increase to the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) multiplier from 1.6 to 2.5 to

maximize the number of meals federally reimbursed at the free rate. This would be transformational for

the country and financially reinforce California’s Universal School Meals Program, which already draws

down an estimated $2.6 billion in federal funding. With a higher multiplier, an estimated 91 - 96 percent

of meals served would be reimbursed by the federal government at the free reimbursement rate,

allowing for significant reinvestment of funds to strengthen support for school meals in California.4

California’s leadership on School Meals for All is serving as a beacon for the movement to increase access

to school meals across the country. Over half the states in the U.S. are now considering passing

permanent free school meals legislation,5 and eight additional states now have universal school meals

policies in place.6 Ensuring the success of our first-in-the-nation program is more important than ever,

especially as federal leadership in the Biden Administration and USDA show support for establishing a

national universal school meals program. Our investments make nutritious food more accessible to every

California student as families struggle with rising food prices, increased hunger, and economic

difficulties.

California’s commitment to these critical school nutrition investments fights hunger, improves food

quality, increases student access to healthy school meals, incentivizes California-grown procurement,

and supports school nutrition staff. We, the members of the 2024 School Meals for All coalition, are

proud to support the Administration and Legislature’s bold vision and continued commitment to protect

these foundational school nutrition programs. We will continue to support these important investments

and urge full funding for school nutrition programs.

Sincerely,

6 Food Research and Action Center, accessed 1.10.24

5 Food Research and Action Center, accessed 2.2.23

4 Food Research and Action Center, Fact Sheet, Build Back Better Act, accessed 2.2.23

4

https://frac.org/healthy-school-meals-for-all
https://frac.org/healthy-school-meals-for-all
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/BBB-Fact-Sheets_CA.pdf


Kat Taylor

TomKat Ranch LLC

Office of Kat Taylor

Itzúl Gutierrez

California Association of

Food Banks

Alexa Norstad

Center for Ecoliteracy

Arnold Sowell Jr.

NextGen California

Agricultural Institute of Marin

Andy Naja-Riese

Agriculture and Land-Based Training Association

Nathan Harkleroad

Alchemist Community Development Corporation

Sam Greenlee

Allensworth Progressive Association

Denise Kadara

Alvord Unified School District

Eric Holliday

American Academy of Pediatrics, California

Karmi Ferguson

American Diabetes Association

Christine Fallabel

American Heart Association

Jamie Morgan

Bay Area Community Resources

Ingrid De Santiago

Life Time Foundation

Megan Flynn

Los Angeles Regional Food Bank

Claudia Castaneda

Lucia Mar Unified School District

Laurel Goins

LunchAssist

Jennifer McNeil

Marin Food Policy Council

Liana Orlandi

Martin Luther King Jr. Freedom Center

Dr. Karen Bohlke

Monterey County Supervisor

Wendy Root Askew

Monterey Peninsula Unified School District

Micha James

Morgan Hill Unified School District

Michael Jochner
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Berkeley Unified School District

Bonnie Christensen

Building Healthy Communities Monterey County

Alma Cervantes

Butte County Local Food Network

Pamm Larry

California FarmLink

Reggie Knox

California Food and Farming Network

Beth Smoker

California Nurses for Environmental Health & Justice

Meghan Adelman

California School Employees Association

Cassie Mancini

California WIC Association

Sarah Diaz

Community Action Partnership Orange County
Matthew Hurley

Capistrano Unified School District

Shannon Illingworth

Catholic Big Brothers Big Sisters of Los Angeles County

Ken Martinet

Center for Food Safety

Dashel Murawski

Center for Good Food Purchasing

Paula Daniels

Center for Science in the Public Interest

Catherine Cochran

Mt. Diablo Unified School District

Adrian Vargas

Napa Valley Unified School District

Kristen Tekell

National Council of Jewish Women CA

Claire Lipschultz

National Farm to School Network

Cassandra Bull

Natomas Unified School District

Vince Caguin

Navigator Schools

David LeBarre

Neth, Yvonne

Nevada City School of the Arts

Dre Maher

Nourish California

Angeles Nelson

Oakley Union Elementary School District

Ashley Araujo

Open Heart Kitchen of Livermore, Inc.

Denise Boulter

Pacific Elementary School

Stephanie Raugust

Pajaro Valley Unified School District

Jean Aitken

Palm Springs Unified School District

Sarah Phelps

6



Central California Food Bank

Natalie Caples

Central School District

Diana Carrillo

Ceres Community Project

Cathryn Couch

Chef Ann Foundation

Mara Fleishman

Children Now

Stacy Lee

Chula Vista Elementary School District

Sarah Venters

Coastside Hope

Judith Guerrero

Community Alliance with Family Farmers (CAFF)

Paul Towers

Community Food Bank of San Benito County

Patricia Jaquez

Corazón Healdsburg

Marcy Flores

Cultiva La Salud

Genoveva Islas

Culver City Unified School District

Julie Garcia

Cypress School District

Parisa Shukla

Dolores Huerta Foundation

Camila Chavez

Paso Robles Joint Unified School District

Jessie Wesch

Patel, Anisha I., Dr.

Pesticide Action Network

Asha Sharma

Placer Food Bank

Sienna Anaya vasquez

Rescue Union School District

Kim Andreasen

Revolution Foods

Dominic Engels

Richards Regenerative

Carrie Richards

Rising Communities

Michelle Burton

River City Food Bank

Amanda McCarthy

Robla School District

Erica Lee

Roots of Change (Public Health Institute)

Michael Dimock

Sacramento City Unified School District

Diana Flores

Sacramento Food Bank & Family Services

Blake Young

San Diego Hunger Coalition

Mauricio Medina
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Eat Real

Sarah Doherty

Eat. Learn. Play. Foundation

Chris Helfrich

Ecology Center

Martin Bourque

Elk Grove Unified School District

Michelle Drake

Equal Rights Advocates

Jessica Stender

Fallbrook Union Elementary School District

Amy Haessly

Farm2People

Anna Hopkins

FEED Cooperative

Timothy Page

Feeding San Diego

Robert Kamensky

FIND Food Bank

Lisa Sherrill

Food Bank of Contra Costa and Solano

Cassidie Carmen Bates

Food Bank of Santa Barbara County

Nathalie Keller

Food for People

Heidi McHugh

Food Research & Action Center

Alexis Bylander

San Francisco-Marin Food Bank

Marchon Tatmon

San Leandro Unified School District

Clell Hoffman

San Luis Coastal Unified School District

Erin Primer

San Miguel Joint Union School District

Lauren Thomas

San Ramon Valley Unified School District

Zetta Reicker

Santa Ana Unified School District

Josh Goddard

Santa Cruz City Schools

Amy Hedrick-Farr

Second Harvest Food Bank of Orange County

Malia Cary

Second Harvest Food Bank of Santa Cruz

County

Angela Chesnut

Second Harvest of Silicon Valley

Tracy Weatherby

Sierra Harvest

Lindsey Pratt

SPUR

Eli Zigas

Tahoe Truckee Unified School District

Kat Soltanmorad, RDN
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Food Share Ventura County

Monica White

FoodCorps

Cassie Spindler

FoodLab

Emelia Miguel

Foodshed Cooperative

Ellee Igoe

Fort Bragg Unified School District - Nutrition Services

Pilar Gray

Fresh Approach

Andy Ollove

Friends Committee on Legislation of California

Kevan Insko

GLIDE

Eleana Binder

GRACE/End Child Poverty California

Andrew Cheyne

Grossmont Union High School District

VInce Scimone

Hanford Joint Union High School District

Brooke Kenney

Hunger Action Los Angeles

Frank Tamborello

Jacobs & Cushman San Diego Food Bank

Kimberley Layton

Ten Strands

Karen Cowe

The Children's Partnership

Maddie Ribble

The Read to Me Project

Julia Foster

The Resource Connection Food Bank

Tina Mather

UndauntedK12

Stephanie Seidmon

United Way of San Diego County

Nancy L. Sasaki

United Ways of California

Anna Hasselblad

Upland Unified School District

Ksenia Glenn

Val Verde Unified School District

Jennifer Mattocks

Veggielution

Emily Schwing

West Contra Costa USD

Dylan Hatami

Western Center on Law and Poverty

Rebecca Gonzales

Western Placer Unified School District

Christina Lawson

Westside Food Bank

Marshelle Fair
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Jewish Family and Children's Services of San Francisco,

the Peninsula, Marin and Sonoma Counties

Jeff Weiner

Knightsen Elementary School District

Harvey Yurkovich

Latino Community Foundation

Christian Arana

Liberty Union High School District

Rosina Ayers

Yosemite Unified School District

Dyann Eckstein

Redwood Empire Food Bank

Maria Fuentes

Spork Food Hub

Shayne Zurilgen

Cc:

First Partner Jennifer Siebel Newsom

State Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Thurmond

Members of the Senate Budget and Fiscal Review Committee

Senate Budget Committee Chair Emeritus Nancy Skinner

Members of the Assembly Committee on Budget

Director Joe Stephenshaw, Department of Finance

Cabinet Secretary Ann Patterson, Office of Governor Gavin Newsom
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