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Executive Summary

Food insecurity contributes to a variety of acute and
chronic health conditions including asthma, obesity, type 2
diabetes, depression, poor sleep, and suicidal ideation."? In
Washington State, one in seven children are food insecure.® There
are significant gaps in current law which leave older students and
those living above the federal poverty line without guaranteed
access to free school meals. In addition, the application process
and concerns about stigma present barriers to utilizing the current
system. As a result, not all students who face food insecurity
benefit from free school meals.

The universal provision of free meals promotes health and
equity. It removes barriers such as the application process,
concerns about disclosing income or immigration status, and
concerns over stigma. In addition, universal programs have been
linked to improved educational, behavioral, and nutritional
outcomes.® Nutrition interventions are often overlooked as a
means of chronic disease management and prevention. Child
nutrition programs can influence food choices and help establish
healthy eating habits. This school year, nearly 70% of Washington’s
K-12 students attend a school offering universal free meals.* The
expansion of this program to include all students, regardless of age
or demonstrated need, can address childhood food insecurity and
promote healthy outcomes by ensuring that all students have
access to two nutritious meals per school day.
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Context

Individuals who face food insecurity have higher healthcare utilization and healthcare
expenditures than their food secure peers.®’ In Washington State, excess healthcare costs
associated with food insecurity were over $1.03 billion in 2016.° Food security is not just a question
of quantity, but also quality. Individuals who lack access to nutritious foods have negative health
outcomes, as witnessed by the link between food insecurity, chronic health conditions, and
obesity.?® Single parent households and non-white households are more likely to be food
insecure.’® The excess healthcare costs associated with food insecurity can be attributed to
chronic disease management, an increase in diet-related diseases, and the cost of delayed
treatment. Food insecurity represents a preventable source of increased healthcare costs.

Previous discussions on universal free school meals have focused on the educational
benefits but may have underestimated the impact on health outcomes. Universal meal programs
have been found to have a positive impact on childhood obesity and improve diet quality.''>'3
These benefits extend to all students, not just those in food insecure households. In Washington,
efforts to expand access to free meals have met resistance due to the associated costs. However,
failure to consider the long-term health impacts of food insecurity and lack of access to nutritious
foods is short-sighted.

Critique of Current Policy

Washington cannot rely solely on federal programs that subsidize meals based upon need.
Due to the high cost of living in Washington, wages are also higher, disqualifying many needy
families from federal benefits. In addition, not all who would qualify apply for assistance. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, free school meals were available to all children, regardless of need. As a
result, the number of food insecure households dropped in 2021, but quickly rebounded as this
benefit ended.’® Since then, Washington has passed legislation that drastically increased the
number of students eligible for free school meals. However, the current policy has some gaps,
most notably for older students and those with household incomes above the federal poverty level.
Closing these gaps is necessary to ensure all students have reliable access to nutritious meals and
the associated health benefits of food security.

Recommendations

The legislature made significant progress toward providing universal access to free school
meals through the passage of HB 1238/ SB 5339 (2023), but these targeted interventions fall short of
promoting equitable access to nutritious meals.

e Consider the opportunity to prevent diet-related chronic health conditions when
factoring the true cost of funding school meals

e Fund the expansion of Washington’s program to include all public K-12 schools
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