1980s and 1990s

Fast forward our history lesson to the 1980s and 1990s,
a period of time during which the school meals program
changed considerably from its original form.

While in the early 1930s the Public Works Administration
had cafeterias full of people cooking and canning surplus
commodities, over the years the administrative support to
school meals shrank. When there wasn't enough money to
adequately fund core academic programs, cafeterias were
often the first place cuts were made.

School gardens and healthy lunches, rather than
being viewed as integral to the creation of responsible and
patriotic citizenry, have, over time, been deemed largely
an afterthought. As Alice Waters of Berkeley, California
has said, “cafeterias became the most neglected classroom
in the school.”

During the Reagan administration, the school
lunch program budget was cut for the first time in
history.*® Infact, even though there was an increase in
the number of children qualifying for free and re-
duced lunches due to high unemployment and a poor
economy, participation in the program decreased

because prices for lunches had to be increased.

By the 1980s and 199o0s, schools began outsourc-
ing the production of meals. Rather than employing
high-wage, high-skilled workers, in the face of budget
cuts, increasing regulation, and food safety and food
handling liabilities, food production was increasingly
handled by outside vendors. As school cafeterias be-
came heat-and-serve operations, new schools were
built that literally did not have functional kitchens.

36 Tbid., 596.




1980s and 1990s continued

Consolidating operations outside the schools, along with
many other factors, made it harder and harder for indi-
vidual farmers to work with schools. Add to the issue of
consolidation the fact that school food-service operations
had so little money to work with, and many independent
family farmers with wholesale quantities of products
routinely consumed by schools simply stopped trying
to sell to schools. School food was not viewed as a viable
market—prices were just too low.”

Yet, even while it became increasingly difficult to make
ends meet in the cafeteria with the funds received from
the National School Lunch and Breakfast Program, some
cafeterias across America were actually turning a profit
through increased sales
of a la carte items, also
known as “competitive

foods.”® It
increasingly common

became

hensive recommendations for healthy eating. Yet it
took some time for those same federal guidelines to
find their way into the schools. In fact, a 1992 study
showed that school lunches and breakfasts far exceed -
ed the recommendations for fat, saturated fat, and so-
dium made by the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.*°

Thus, in 1994, the Healthy Meals for Americans Act
required that by 1996 school food programs provide
meals that were consistent with the federal govern-
ment’s own guidelines for healthy eating. Note that
school meals are required to meet two sets of nutrition
requirements. The first, established during WWII,
reflected wartime concerns about getting enough food;
the War Food Adminis-
tration required school

lunches that received

donated commodities
to provide one third

to see unregulated of the recommend-
branded products ed daily allowances
from major nation- (RDAs) for protein,
al companies sold calories, and a short
alongside regulated list of vitamins and
offerings of the minerals.
National School
Lunch and Break- As health con-
cerns shifted

fast program. In

some cases, unregulated items were sold via vending
machines; in others, whole sections of the cafeteria were
dedicated to “parallel offerings”—items offered alongside
the regulated school meal program. Those students who
could afford to do so often chose items from the a la carte
line while foregoing the subsidized federal foods.*

The federal school meal program thus had to compete
with food items that were often perceived by children as
the more attractive option. The school cafeteria began
to mimic the increasingly “grab and go” lifestyle of the
typical American family.

During the 1980s and 1990s, federal nutrition policies
began to reflect the increasing awareness of the complex
relationships between diet choices and health. In 1980,
the USDA, along with the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services (DHS), published the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans, the federal government’s most compre-

to the perils of over-consumption and unhealthy
consumption, schools were required to reduce fat
to no more than 30% of total calories and saturat-
ed fat to 10% or less. Reducing fat to 30% or less of
calories, while maintaining 1/3 RDAs is no easy feat. In
short, if you reduce the fat, it is hard to maintain the
calorie minimums. The quickest, least expensive fix is
actually to add sugar!#

37 Most of the support provided to schools through the NSLP comes in the form
of a cash reimbursement for each meal served. Reimbursement rates for the time
period July 1, 2007 — June 30, 2008 were as follows: free lunches - $2.47, reduced-
price lunches $2.07, paid lunches - $.23.

38 Ibid.
39 Ibid., 603-604.
40 Ibid., 597-598.

41 Poppendieck, Jan. 2007. Speech presented at the Urban School Meals Institute
Meeting, May 2007, in Atlanta, Georgia.
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1980s and 1990s continued
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By 2004, the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act
provided regulations to strengthen nutrition programs

and promote healthy choices among children. Specifical-
ly, it requires that local wellness policies be designed and
implemented at the local level.

What do we want from our school meals program today?
The school lunch program is now 62 years old. Certainly
it has changed and evolved over the years and there is now
renewed interest in the program. Certainly many are ask-
ing questions about its efficacy.

Some who work on food systems issues often refer to a
food system that is out of control, one that is characterized
as a ‘runaway train.” The same can be said for the school
food landscape. As budgets shrank, food costs rose, yet
the dollars assigned to school meals remained relatively
static or were cut. Increased regulation to ensure that kids
were getting what they needed all contributed to some
unintended negative consequences. It became easier for
school food operations to outsource meal preparation.
Overthe years, we've been cookingin schools less and less.
By the late 1980s and early 1990s, we saw unprecedented

involvement from branded products companies in
our schools. Uncle Sam had been replaced by Ronald
McDonald.

Increasingly, communities across America have
decided it is time to stop the runaway train. The
pendulum has swung. We've gone from Uncle Sam
to Ronald McDonald and his pals and now we're
realizing that there is a role for community activists,
parents, teachers, the health care community, the
business community, state legislators...everyone.
Many individuals and organizations have contribut-
ed to the sense that we’re going to be able to stop the
runaway train.

Today, the National Farm-to-School Network
reports that there are active farm-to-school programs
in 38 states, representing almost 2,000 programs.+*
It is estimated that 8,354 schools are involved, in
1,910 school districts.*® These figures vastly under-
estimate the degree towhich farm-to-school programs
have spread throughout the United States in the last

decade.

Here in Portland, Oregon, and throughout the region
in general, our efforts are impressive. Our own time-
line is rich with accomplishments and milestones
that have set the stage for creating life-long healthy
eaters in our community. Using Portland Public
Schools (PPS) as a case study, our experience likely
mimics that of other school districts throughout the
country.

42 National Farm-to-School Network online. Available from www.farmtoschool.
org. Internet: accessed 3 May 2008.

43 Ibid.

n



Portland Public Schools

Portland’s history mirrors what was taking place across the
country. While at one time schools boasted fully function-
al kitchens and plenty of staff to bake bread from scratch,
over time the district consolidated its operations within a
centralized kitchen. There, meals were made and distrib-
uted out to individual schools. Today, the central kitchen
is more distribution warehouse and storage facility than
kitchen, as the great majority of meals dispersed out to
individual schools are classic ‘heat and serve’ entrées
prepared and frozen somewhere else.

Also, tracking national trends, in the late 1980s, Portland
Public Schools Nutrition Services (PPSNS) was focused
on the Dietary Guidelines for Americans and imple-
mented these dietary recommendations into all school
meals. PPSNS also instituted a department wellness
program which encouraged staffto act as good role models.
“Training Tables” were set up in all high schools that high-
lighted how high school athletes could eat low-fat, well-
balanced meals at school. Sheggy Good Grub and Sickly
Spot educational programming was incorporated into
elementary school classrooms to help children make
healthy choices. In recognition of these and many oth-
er programs, PPSNS was awarded the USDA’s Western
Regional Award of Excellence for Outstanding Program-
ming.

By the mid 1990s, self-serve fruit and vegetable bars were
in place at all schools throughout the district. By 2005, the
district began to craft a wellness policy and partnered with
chef/garden educator Linda Colwell to begin a pilot farm-
to-school program at Abernethy Elementary in Southeast
Portland. The farm-to-school program at Abernethy,
which continues today, includes a cafeteria component,
where meals are cooked on site; the outdoor Garden of
Wonders; and curriculum integration that weaves garden
and nutrition-based themes into history, culture, math,
and many other subjects at the school.*

Also in 2005, the district discontinued the sale of all
snack foods and a la carte items in all school cafeterias.
By 2006, with a rigorous district-wide wellness policy in
place, PPSNS applied new nutrition guidelines to vending
machines, student stores, and fundraising efforts that
disallowed all soda, sports drinks, and other sugary
beverages, and greatly restricted the types of snacks
offered. And at the end of the 2005-2006 school year,

after many years of purchasing fresh fruits and
vegetables primarily through wholesale produce
distributors,  third-generation = farmer  Sam
Pollock partnered with PPSNS
44,000 Oregon-grown watermelons to Portland

Public Schools.

and donated

PPSNS continues to prioritize purchases from local
farmers in general and also specifically through its
Harvest-of-the-Month program, an effort designed
to feature seasonal products from regional produc-
ers on a bi-weekly basis. In 2007, PPSNS developed
a protocol for tracking the volume of local products
offered in its cafeterias, and now monitors its

progress against the baseline developed in 2007.

By December of 2007, Portland Public Schools’ Well -
ness Policy was highlighted in the latest edition of
the American Association of School Administrators
newsletter, putting PPSNS “well ahead of the curve”
nationally in school meal quality, healthfulness,
and accessibility. In January 2008, PPSNS Nutrition
Kristy Obbink

honors from the National School Nutrition Asso-

Services Director earned top
ciation, recognizing the district’s progressive poli-
cies and changes to improve food served to Portland
Obbink’s

schools,

students. elimination of snack

her
state-legislated school nutrition standards and

foods in influential support for
farm-to-school funding, and her careful budget
management made her an outstanding candidate
for the

Excellence Award.

Foodservice Achievement Management

What's on the Portland Public
Schools? With the Harvest-of-the-Month program
enteringits third school year, attention is now focused

horizon for

on creating “local lunch” entrée items, height-
ened scrutiny regarding “clean labels,” and a deep
commitment to continuing to set a new standard for
how urban school food-service operations can meet
the evolving needs of their communities.

44 Ecotrust, in partnership with Portland Public Schools and Abernethy
Elementary, monitors the efficacy of the Abernethy pilot program. Results from
this integrated approach are available at www.ecotrust.org/farmtoschool/
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Portland’s Community of Supporters

Portland Public Schools’” many successes related to
changing the school food environment and providing
experiential learning opportunities for children are
directly tied to the efforts of numerous community
partners.

Onthe school gardening side, organizations such as Grow-
ing Gardens and many others have provided invaluable
garden-based learning opportunities for youth through-
out the Portland metropolitan area since the late 1990s
and early 2000s. In addition to institutionally supported
programs, individual parents at schools throughout the
region have started and maintained school gardens. These
gardens are supported by organizations such as Slow Food
Portland, community businesses, PTA fundraisers, and
volunteer efforts; each represents a tremendous labor of
love. It is estimated that there are at least 46 active school
gardens in the Portland Public School system. Whether

at Kelly Elementary, Whitaker Middle School (where
Growing Gardens has been active), Atkinson Elemen-
tary or Trillium Charter School, children in Portland
tend garden plots on school grounds.

All over the city there are examples of students
gardening and farming at remote locations as well.
For example, Learning Gardens Lab, an 1l-acre
parcel of public land managed by Portland State
University, serves as alearning laboratory for students
at Lane Middle School and others. And middle school
students from Sunnyside and Lewis, two southeast
Portland schools, get to visit and work on Jean’s Farm.
Jean’s Farm is situated on an idyllic acre adjacent to
the banks of Johnson Creek, on property that was once
owned by Jean Johnson’s grandfather, the man for
whom Johnson Creek is named.

13



Portland’s Community of Supporters continued

Field trips to farms and/or hands-on educational experi-
ences are provided by organizations such as Janus Youth
Programs, Friends of Zenger Farm, Tryon Life Community
Farm, the Organic Education Center at Luscher Farms, and
the Sauvie Island Center. Interest in learning on farms is
on the rise, with local programs growing to meet demand
every year. At Friends of Zenger Farm, for example, the
number of youth visits has doubled in the last three years,
with the nonprofit currently hosting more than 3,000
youth visits each year and working with more than sixty
schools and youth organizations.

By 2006, it was apparent
that there were so many
great projects and programs
underway in Portland that
increased coordination
and sharing of resources
and information among the
groups was a logical next
step. To this end, commu-
nity partners began meet-
ing and networking with
one another more formally
in the conference room of
the Portland Schools Foun-
dation, which now serves
as the fiscal agent for the
Portland Farm-to-School and School Garden coalition.
At one such meeting in early 2007, coalition members
determined that statewide policy changes might present an
opportunity to catalyze more widespread change.

Indeed, during the 2007 legislative session, the Oregon
State Legislature grappled with issues related to school
food and passed House Bill (HB) 2650, known as the
“Junk Food Bill,” thereby tightening nutrient standards
for food served in schools. The Oregon State Legislature
also heard a trio of farm-to-school bills designed to (a)
create a single focus position within the Department of
Agriculture to ready the Oregon agricultural commu-
nity to work with Oregon schools (HB 3307); (b) allocate
up to seven cents per meal served to incorporate Oregon

agricultural products into the lunchroom (HB 3476);
and (c) provide resources to schools throughout the
state to start or maintain school gardens (HB 3185).
The farm-to-school bills unanimously passed both
the sub and full House Education Committees and
were subsequently referred to the Joint Ways and
Means, where they died.

Yet the statewide support and momentum for the
approach represented by the trio of bills inspired
the Oregon Department of Agriculture (ODA) to

new Farm-to-School and

create a

position
engendered the
Oregon State Farm-
to-School and School
Garden Network, a
broad-based

tion of more than

coali-

forty governmental
and nongovernmen-
tal organizations.

In August of 2007,
Ecotrust was select-
ed as the
Farm-to-School
Network’s

Lead Agency, with

National
Regional

responsibilities for coordinating farm-to-school
and school garden efforts in an eight-state western
region. And finally, with regard to one last notable
milestone, in December 2007, the Kaiser Permanente
Community Fund at the Northwest Health Foundation
authorized a grant to Ecotrust that will test the theories
in HB 3476.
provided by the Kaiser Permanente Community Fund

inherent Specifically, resources
will be used to spend an additional seven cents per
meal to incorporate Oregon agricultural products
into food served in two school districts (Portland and
Gervais) during a specific period of time throughout

the 2008-2009 school year.
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Portland’s Community of Supporters continued

During the 2008 mid-term session, the Oregon State
Legislature passed HB3601A, creating a full time Farm-
to-School position within the Oregon Department of
Education, making Oregon the first state in the nation
to have a farm-to-school focus within its Department of
Education and Department of Agriculture.

In closing, I offer my whole hearted congratulations to all
of us. That we have accomplished so much together in such
a short period of time is a testament to this community’s
collective spirit and individual passions.
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The train is off its tracks. The conductor decid-
ed to take a detour as he blazed through the lush
Willamette Valley and blossoming Columbia River
Gorge; the bounty proved too much to resist. Last time
we checked, school children were tending verdant
garden plots in the field where the train was derailed.

=
Ny
N4
o 3
e L) g\\\
- 1l €/<
} ( @ h
RN = Z
— oKéeoN |
\\
- 5 |
—— __J:_- — /

15






