Morgan McHugh
Obese America:
Did they eat school lunch?

	 Thousands of tater tots line dozens of cooking sheets, ready to be baked for the students of North West Junior High School.  
On today’s menu: Sloppy Joe, tater tots, fruit cocktail or carrots and celery, gram crackers and a choice of strawberry, chocolate or white milk (the school district menu says the tater tots are for K-6th grade and the junior high students will get a baked potato, but it is clear as pans are littered with the tots that this is not the case).  All in all today’s lunch is a total of 920 calories, 50 grams of fat, and 1248 grams of sodium.  
And the garbage can at the end of lunch says it all: most of what was thrown away from the school lunches are the healthier things.  Fruit cocktail syrup and a white dressing coat the black liner of the can, half empty milk cartons are tossed along with fruit pieces, celery, and carrot sticks.  There are remnants of Sloppy Joe chunks, hamburger bun pieces, and tater tot flakes, but it is clear that most of the meat and bread was devoured. 
That’s what has become of our tubby America… but at least you’re not spending a fortune.  
Reports surface daily about America’s obesity problem but few people seem to take notice.  That was until it reached a more popular medium—Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution on prime time ABC network.
	Oliver goes into a town that is reported to be the least healthy in the country and attempts to get them to eat right.  He explains that as adults, we eat what we’re used to and we get our nutrition guidelines from what we ate as children.  Today he says, children are eating crap and getting away with it.  If these children continue to eat like they do, they’re on their way to dying very early.
“We make our food very similar to cocaine now,” Gene-Jack Wang, a doctor with the Department of Energy told Time magazine, explaining the addictive nature of fatty foods.  
High-fat and high-sugar diets caused a group of rats to seek out the obese lifestyle and refuse to eat healthy foods, according to a study by the Scripps Research Institute in Florida.  Brain scans of the indulgent rats confirmed they were addicted. 
Here in Iowa City, the school system has been trying to reorganize their menus to get kids eating better but is it really making any difference?
Many of the children not only get the school lunch, but a snack at school a few times a week as well, adding to the number of calories not to mention unhealthy additives and preservatives in the provided food.
 The Iowa State University Extension Service is trying to teach kids in the Iowa City School system how to eat healthier.  They come to schools, bring fruits and vegetables for a snack and educate students on nutrition through games and other activities but a school nurse for the district says this has done little to change the snacks provided at school. 
A concern parents expressed through Bettericsfood.com was the amount of nutritional value in the schools’ food system.  They weren’t convinced that the food their children were receiving had much nutritional value according to the newly modified food pyramid. 
“The problem with the current meal pattern is that they are extremely outdated,” says Diane Duncan-Goldsmith, Director of Food Service
Iowa City Community School District “with bureaucracy the way it is, we’re waiting for the new recommendations with the new food pyramid to go into place we just don’t know exactly when that will be.” 
	[image: ]
Many of the school food issues are budget related she explains.  Per child, the standard daily lunch rate is $1.75, that doesn’t include the reduced lunch prices.   About 30% of the Iowa City School students are free and reduced lunch kids says Duncan-Goldsmith and out of the 12,000 students in the school system there are about 6,234 students who eat school lunches every day. 
The administration must then figure out a way to provide lunches that meet certain requirements but also meet certain costs. 
The state and government funding for school lunch programs are set in stone at the beginning of the school year.  They are allotted funding based upon their free and reduced lunch programs as well as the amount of students eating school lunch the year prior. 
Iowa City schools are receiving $ .195 per student eating lunch from the USDA and a flat rate from the state.  The total they receive from the USDA is $218,813.40.  This amount is spent on commodities the school district receives from the USDA like frozen meat, cheese sauce pouches, or Totino’s Pizza.  These items are delivered to the school system six times a year. 
Duncan-Goldsmith defends the regulations by explaining school lunch is to provide a third of the students recommended daily allowance of nutrition intake.  Each lunch has to have five different nutritional components: they offer a choice of four different fruits and veggies, two grains, two oz. of meat and a choice of milk (minus what students throw away).
“A pizza for example,” says Duncan-Goldsmith, “it’s two grains, a meat, and a half a cup of veggies.”
The rest of the food for the schools comes from whoever presented the lowest bid to the school at the beginning of the year, this year it is Hawkeye Food Services.  
Kurt Friese, a local restaurateur and nutrition advocate had once been on Iowa City Schools’ Wellness Committee.  He claims that the problem with these commodities is that they allow the USDA to contract out to large companies for a small cost.  He says the result of these poor eating habits in school is that kids get hooked on nutritionally poor foods and begin asking mommy and daddy to buy him or her frozen snacks coated in fats. 
Friese eventually quit committee because he found it frustrating to be constrained by so many regulations and policies.
“I was tired of banging my head against bureaucratic pricks,” says Friese.
He offered a few solutions to the schools’ problem— instead of the USDA contracting out the food for schools; he would like to see the department of health in charge.  
“They are the ones who have the best interests of the children in mind,” Friese explains, “they don’t have the same contracts with large food corporations.”
Duncan-Goldsmith does not believe that would change anything.  She says regardless, someone is going to have to balance the program and its budget. 
Friese then has a second solution in mind-- raise the price of school lunches by $1.  When he was on the board, he and a few other members passed out a survey to students, parents and staff asking them what they liked and didn’t like about the school lunches as well as if they would be willing to pay the extra dollar for a healthier meal, over 80% of the parents and staff agreed that they would. 
When it came to free and reduced lunch children, he says it would be plausible to shift a few dimes here and there to balance the amount. 
As a board member of Slow Food he often lobbies for nutrition guidelines to the federal government.  He petitioned to have the government subsidy the extra dollar per school lunch, (a cost of 5.4 billion dollars for every school district in the country) but he says the government agreed to give the schools about ten cents. 
The final solution Friese proposes is getting rid of the school lunch program in its entirety.  A grander step to be sure, but one that may eliminate the obesity problem for children; it would at least put it in the hands of their parents.  
Friese says the school board does not want to see the lunch program leave the schools. 
“My job is to sell school lunches,” explains Duncan-Goldsmith. 
As a parent, Friese says that the school lunches are horrible and he never let his children eat them. But what about those who say they cant afford to buy their children lunch or that they’re too busy to make daily lunches?
	In Iowa City, there are stores like Aldi that are geared toward lower income families, food donations for them, and any number of recourses if they need help.  
Friese explains the lunches you make on your own are likely to be more nutritionally stable because there would be fewer preservatives in the foods. The foods from the school system often have to be stored at the schools’ Department of Food Services for up to months at a time.  
	And what about the time constraints on busy families?
	“Even as a professional cook, I worked 18 hours a day,” says Friese, “if I can make lunches for my kids, anybody can.”
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