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i i School-based Feeding Programs
A GOOD CHOICE FOR CHILDREN?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Food security is not assured for all
Canadians. For a number of reasons,
many families are unable to ad-
equately meet their food needs.
School-based nutrition and feeding
programs (hereinafter referred to as
school food programs) have been one
response to this problem. Have
school food programs been a sound
response? What do we know about
the delivery and outcomes of school
food programs?

This paper offers an analytical
assessment of school food programs
as a sound policy response to food
insecurity. The paper discusses the
findings from interviews with key
informants and from a review of
relevant research literature.  A
concluding section with recommen-
dations closes the paper.

FINDINGS
Research Question 1: Are school-
based nutrition programs a sound
social policy response for children?

The evidence available at this time
does not clearly demonstrate that
school-based nutrition programs are
a sound social policy response for
children. More evidence is needed to
adequately assess the contribution
of these programs to alleviating
hunger, enhancing nutrition and
contributing to the healthy develop-
ment of Canadian children and
families. It is possible that school
food programs could be one of many
elements in a comprehensive strat-
egy to alleviate hunger and enhance
nutrition.  There are some indica-
tions, however, that  school food
programs can have unintended
adverse consequences, such as
dependency and stigmatization.
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Research Question 2: What role,
if any, should the federal govern-
ment assume in supporting these
programs?

Without adequate evidence of the
impact of these programs, the fed-
eral government should not support
further development of school food
programs.  Possible roles for the
federal government related to food
programs are discussed further
below.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. The federal government should
share with provincial and community
stakeholders information and re-
search conducted into school food
programs. This would help to stimu-
late additional research with the
goals of:

! Creating outcome targets and key
indicators of levels of hunger,
nutrition and food security for
children and adults;

! Building appropriate evaluation
frameworks, including outcome
targets and key indicators, to
evaluate and assess current
programs;

! Identifying, documenting, and
disseminating innovative ap-
proaches to improve food security.

2. The federal government can make
a number of contributions on a
broader scale to reduce hunger and
enhance nutrition for Canadians.
These contributions can be made
within the already established
federal program and policy frame-
works listed below:

! Population Health

! Healthy Child Development

! Income Security

! Food Security

! Social Policy Leadership

Population Health and Healthy Child
Development provide the context for
priority policy directions in the
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areas of Income Security and Food
Security. Social Policy Leadership is
important to demonstrate federal
commitment to these policy direc-
tions.

Population Health

Strategies to reduce hunger and
enhance nutrition among children
and families need to be situated
within a guiding framework that
establishes a common understand-
ing of where we are and where we
want to go. The population health
framework is supported by substan-
tial national and international
research, it is comprehensive and
multi-sectoral, and it has already
been adopted by governments. The
population health framework recog-
nizes the interdependence of the
causes of ill health – individual
characteristics and endowments, the
physical environment, and social
and economic factors. The popula-
tion health framework could help to
emphasize the need for school food

programs as a way to reduce hunger
and enhance nutrition.

Healthy Child Development

The policy directions outlined in
Building a National Strategy for
Healthy Child Development, sup-
ported by the federal, provincial,
and territorial governments, should
be more fully developed and inte-
grated with priority income security
and food security initiatives (see
below), then used as an implemen-
tation framework at the community
level to ensure relevance to particu-
lar local needs.

Income Security

Adequate income security is the
major contributing factor to the
alleviation of hunger and the im-
provement of child and family nutri-
tion. Recent policy research outlines
comprehensive and sound income
security proposals, and they should
be fully assessed.
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v
A commitment to the following
elements of an income security
policy is essential:

! adequate and equitable income
to be defined and agreed upon
by Canadians;

! a legislated commitment by gov-
ernment to ensure the provision
of adequate and equitable income;

! adequate and equitable income
levels for all families, whatever the
source of family income;

! mutual accountability of govern-
ments and citizens to ensure
adequate incomes.

Food Security

Building on Nutrition for Health: An
Agenda for Action, and using the
food security framework developed
in Canada’s Action Plan for Food
Security, the federal government
should make funds available for the
development of local, regional and
provincial food security policies. To
develop these policies and strate-
gies, all governments must work

together, taking into account cur-
rent mechanisms such as the Social
Union Framework Agreement and
federal/provincial/territorial divi-
sions of responsibilities.  There are
particular needs for the following:

! comprehensive food security
assessments, including levels
of hunger and nutrition;

! development of food security
councils to ensure ongoing
dialogue, activity, monitoring,
and accountability;

! community economic development
initiatives in the food sector,
including food producers, distribu-
tors, marketers, retailers, educa-
tors, and promoters.

Social Policy Leadership

It is imperative that the federal
government:

! demonstrate a commitment and
provide leadership in income
security and food security;

! provide support for programs,
research and information that
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allows the public to be informed
about and participate in policy
development;

! provide meaningful opportunities
for ongoing, broad-based citizen
participation, discussion and
decision-making;

! promote the democratization of
social policy development, imple-
mentation, administration,
assessment and accountability.



1

S C H O O L - B A S E D   F E E D I N G   P R O G R A  M  S   —   A   G O O D   C H O I C  E   F O R   C H I L D R E N ?

School-based Feeding Programs
A GOOD CHOICE FOR CHILDREN?

Assessing the soundness of school
food programs as a social policy
response raises two important
questions:

What is meant by ‘sound’?

What problems are school food
programs intended to address?

The soundness of school food pro-
grams is assessed in this paper
through a  discussion of the issues
raised under the first research
question posed by Health Canada
(See Background, Appendix A). The
discussion provides an overall con-
text to the assessment. It is also

important, however, to list a more
specific set of elements in order to
identify the soundness of the food
programs themselves. Generally,
sound programs are those with the
following characteristics:

! developed in response to clearly
defined needs.

! designed to meet clearly articu-
lated goals and objectives.

! managed efficiently and
effectively.

! evaluated in terms of clear, direct
and relevant program outcomes.

These elements are critical for an
adequate assessment of the sound-
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ness of any school food program.1 

Unfortunately, most school food
programs lack one or more of these
elements, making proper assess-
ments difficult.2  In particular, the
need for school food programs has
not been adequately determined or
demonstrated.3 

School food programs have tended
to be implemented in response to a
fairly informal, and sometimes
anecdotal, assessment of a school’s
or community’s social and economic
situation.4  Most school food pro-
grams have begun as a response to
perceptions of hunger and inad-
equate nutrition among low-income
children.5  Although the program
goals are not always explicit, the
implementation of school food
programs is meant to reduce hunger
and enhance nutrition among the
particular population of children
who are considered to be at risk of
poor outcomes.6  However, the
explicit goal statements of school

food programs usually refer to the
delivery of the programs and not to
enhancing health.

One example of a school food pro-
gram with program delivery as the
goal is in British Columbia, where
the government operates a school
meal program throughout the prov-
ince.7  This program was initiated in
1992 because the BC government
recognized that hunger was a poten-
tial consequence of child and family
poverty, and that hunger hindered
child development. The overall
purpose of the program “is to pro-
vide meals to students who come to
school hungry.”8  The objectives of
the program are to “provide ...
meals to children in need, promote a
healthy school environment ... [and]
promote nutrition education.”9 

The program criteria, purpose and
objectives contain no statements
about reducing hunger or enhancing
nutrition. Evaluations of programs
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usually assess outcomes in relation
to program objectives; therefore
examining the contribution of
school food programs to hunger
reduction and nutrition enhance-
ment may be inadvertently over-
looked.10  There is a real need to
evaluate programs to assess their
effectiveness in reducing hunger or
enhancing nutrition.

As school food programs have devel-
oped, their goals have shifted.11 

Programs that began simply to feed
children now address multiple goals
such as nutritional adequacy for all
children, nutritional education,
positive socialization, school at-
tendance, family time-stress,
community mobilization, partner-
ships and social support.12  One
suggested reason for this shift is
that programs have been unable to
demonstrate reductions in hunger
and enhanced nutrition.13 

Some experts view the multiple
or shifting goals of school food
programs positively, but others do
not.14  One critic suggests that
program designers, administrators
and advocates need to remember
the original purpose of school
food programs—to reduce hunger
and enhance nutrition among
low-income children—and that
this should serve as the primary
and explicit objective of school
food programs.
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RESEARCH CONTEXT

Canada’s International
Commitments

Among the multitude of Canada’s
international commitments, the
following five are particularly rel-
evant for the purposes of the
discussion in this paper:15 

· United Nations Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights (1948)

· United Nations International
Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (1966/1976)

· United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989/1991)

· World Declaration on Nutrition/
Nutrition for Health: An Agenda for
Action (1992/1996)

· World Food Summit Plan of Action/
Canada’s Action Plan for Food
Security (1996/1998)

Following World War II, politicians
recognized the need for a mix of
political, civil, social and economic
rights as the foundation for human-

ity and a new world order.16  These
rights were expressed in the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights that
was adopted by the United Nations
in 1948. In 1966, the United Na-
tions further specified these rights
in the Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights and the Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights. Canada ratified the Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights in 1976, giving the weight of
international law to statements such
as Article 11: “The State parties to
the present Covenant recognize the
right of everyone to an adequate
standard of living ... including
adequate food, clothing, and hous-
ing.”17  Canada also ratified the UN
Convention on the Rights of the
Child, in which Article 27 stipulates
that “every child has the right to an
adequate standard of living,” and it
outlines the responsibility of gov-
ernment, if necessary, to “take
appropriate measures to assist
parents to ensure these rights are



5

S C H O O L - B A S E D   F E E D I N G   P R O G R A  M  S   —   A   G O O D   C H O I C  E   F O R   C H I L D R E N ?

met, specifically in terms of nutri-
tion, clothing and housing.”18 

In 1992, Canada was a signatory to
the World Declaration on Nutrition,
in which countries affirmed that
“access to nutritionally adequate
and safe food is a right of each
individual,” and that nutritional
well-being “must be at the centre of
... socio-economic development
plans and strategies.”19  Further, by
signing the Declaration, Canada was
committed to “set measurable goals
and timeframes for action on nutri-
tion and food issues.”20  Canada’s
response to the World Food Summit
of 1996, Canada’s Action Plan for
Food Security, outlined a detailed set
of actions to ensure that “food
insecurity in Canada and abroad is
reduced by half no later than the
year 2015.”21  Canada’s commitments
to food security are concisely sum-
marized in Canada’s Action Plan for
Food Security, which states:22 

“Canada has endorsed numerous
international declarations and
conventions which clearly recog-
nize the right to adequate food
and the fundamental right of
everyone to be free from hunger,
including the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights and the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights. This
right was recognized and reaf-
firmed in the Rome Declaration on
World Food Security and the World
Food Summit Plan of Action of
1996. Most recently, Canada co-
sponsored a resolution affirming
this right at the 1998 Commission
of Human Rights.”

Given the number of commitments
that Canada has made over the past
50 years and its level of wealth and
development, it is surprising that
food insecurity is a problem in this
country.23  Unfortunately, these
commitments have not been suffi-
cient to ensure food security for all
Canadians.24  Particular political
agendas and economic imperatives
are just some of the reasons ana-
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lysts have attributed to this gap
between promises and outcomes.25 

These same analysts and others
expect greater efforts from their
governments to attain social and
economic security, including food
security. They believe that Canadi-
ans’ social rights have been eroded
as a result of the obvious lack of
accountability of federal, provincial,
and territorial governments to these
international commitments.26  On
the positive side, however, one of
Canada’s obligations under these
commitments is the periodic review
and public reporting of its social
policy mandate. These reviews, and
others conducted outside of govern-
ment, have been used by many
non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) for education and advo-
cacy.27  Representatives from these
NGOs have viewed the United Na-
tions as a high-profile international
forum that offers an opportunity for
concerned citizens to report to
sympathetic ears, creating, at the

very least, a bad media image for
Canada and potentially, pressure for
changes to improve food security.
More favourably, periodic reviews by
UN bodies require governments to
examine their social policy mandates
and to provide public documentation
about their legislative commitments.

School Food Programs and Domes-
tic Social Policy Commitments

In collaboration with provincial/
territorial governments and Aborigi-
nal communities, the federal govern-
ment has developed a number of
unilateral and shared (federal/
provincial/territorial) strategies in
health, social policy and income
security related to the issues of
hunger and nutrition, including the
following:

Federal Initiatives

! Community Action Program
for Children (1995)

! Canada Prenatal Nutrition
Program (1995)
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! Nutrition for Health: An Agenda
for Action (1996)

! Centres of Excellence for Children’s
Well-Being (1997)28 

! Canada’s Action Plan for Food
Security (1998)

Federal/Provincial/Territorial
Initiatives

! Strategies for Population Health:
Investing in the Health of
Canadians (1994)

! Building a National Strategy for
Healthy Child Development (1997)

! National Child Benefit (1997)

! National Children’s
Agenda (1997)29

It is important to note the inclusion
of the following program elements
in these strategies: population
health, children at risk, income
security, nutrition, food security,
and policy action. A brief discussion
of these elements follows.

In 1994, the population health
approach was endorsed by the

federal, provincial, and territorial
Ministers of Health in the report,
Strategies for Population Health:
Investing in the Health of Canadians.30 

The report summarizes and discusses
the determinants of health which
are defined as the multiple factors
that contribute to the health of
populations.31  The population health
approach serves as a framework to
guide the development of policies
and strategies to improve the health
of the population.

Both the reports Nutrition for
Health: An Agenda for Action and
Building a National Strategy for
Healthy Child Development explicitly
ground their policy directions in the
population health framework.32 

These documents also place impor-
tance on ensuring adequate health
opportunities for vulnerable or at-
risk populations, especially children.
Two of Health Canada’s programs,
the Community Action Program for
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Children (CAPC), and the Canada
Prenatal Nutrition Program (CPNP),
are intended to address the needs of
children who are at risk.33 

The National Child Benefit (NCB) is a
federal/provincial/territorial income
transfer program designed, in part,
“to help prevent and reduce the
depth of child poverty.”34  Poverty is
recognized as causing a “greater risk
of suffering from inadequate nutri-
tion ... [and] poor school achieve-
ment” for low-income children.35 

The National Children’s Agenda is
another federal/provincial/territorial
initiative that, when it comes to
fruition, is intended to address the
developmental needs of children
across various areas of government
responsibility, including health,
social services, justice and educa-
tion.36  The government has listed
policy initiatives like the NCB and
programs such as CAPC and the CPNP
as examples of foundational compo-
nents of the emerging National

Children’s Agenda. The agenda is
intended to serve “as a far-reaching,
long-term action plan for coordinat-
ing and advancing actions in a wide
range of children’s issues.”37  One
strength of these program and policy
initiatives is their recognition of the
need for sectoral integration of the
determinants of health and well-
being. This recognition creates
opportunities for further integration
and consolidation of strategies. This
is important because at present, it
is not completely clear how these
initiatives are intended to comple-
ment, rather than contradict,
each other.

Given their stated import, some
weaknesses of these initiatives must
be noted. For one, there is only
modest involvement of the non-
governmental social policy commu-
nity in their development. As well,
with the exception of the NCB, CAPC
and CPNP, many of the action state-
ments in the initiatives are, at best,
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statements of goals with no mecha-
nisms for implementation, monitor-
ing or accountability.

It is also worth noting that while all
of these programs and policy state-
ments directly or indirectly mention
the importance of food security, the
alleviation of hunger, and nutritional
enhancement, none suggest that a
means to address these issues is
through the delivery of food via
school-based programs. Thus, while
it is clear that Canada’s domestic
social policy commitments include a
healthy food supply and a healthy
population, there is not a commit-
ment to food programs per se.

Government Spending
On Social Programs

Over the last decade, there have
been substantial and wide-ranging
reductions in government spending
on social programs corresponding
with the demise of the Canada

Assistance Plan and Established
Programs Financing, and the intro-
duction of the Canada Health and
Social Transfer.38  Between 1993 and
1996, all provinces received approxi-
mately 20% less in health, educa-
tion, and social services financing—
a reduction of more than $6 billion.
This created many changes in the
delivery of these services, in many
instances reducing their availability,
accessibility and adequacy. As a
result, the public has come to view
the social safety net as increasingly
ineffective.39 

One consequence of these social
program changes is that levels of
poverty and inequality have in-
creased.40  Statistics Canada reported
that “the total incomes of the
poorest 20 per cent of Canadians
had dropped dramatically because of
a combination of lower earnings and
cuts to cash transfers from govern-
ments.”41  Other observers note that
prior to the early 1990s, a combina-
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tion of federal and provincial income
tax and cash transfer programs such
as pensions and employment insur-
ance contributed to the relative
stability of income distribution
among Canadians.42  Government
programs helped to offset the in-
creasing inequalities in income from
employment and investments43  and
the general stagnation or decline of
average family income since the late
1980s.44 

Because provincial governments
have depended on the federal gov-
ernment for transfer payments to
fund programs, their ability to
maintain—let alone enhance—
social programs has also de-
creased.45  As a result, almost every-
one, and particularly local, regional
and provincial government staff,
would like more program financ-
ing.46  In some respects, however,
this has always been the case.
Professionals and bureaucrats have
long argued that problems, social or

otherwise, can best be addressed by
spending money on them, but there
is not always a positive relationship
between program spending and
successful program outcomes.47

HUNGER

Hunger has been defined narrowly as
physiological discomfort as a result
of a lack of food,48  and defined more
broadly as “the inability to obtain
sufficient, nutritious, personally
acceptable food through normal
food channels or the uncertainty
that one will be able to do so.”49 

If “the availability of nutritionally
adequate and safe foods or the
ability to acquire acceptable foods
in socially acceptable ways is lim-
ited or uncertain,” then a condition
called food insecurity exists.50 

Hunger and food insecurity in
Canada are primarily the result of
family income insecurity. Family
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income insecurity puts children and
adults at risk of a large number of
negative outcomes including ill
health, stress, family violence, and
illiteracy.51 

From this review of school food
programs, it would seem that pro-
grams are either an inappropriate
response to hunger in children, or
the programs are inadequate in their
scope and design.  There are a
number of indications of this, in-
cluding the following:52 

! Programs can only address a
symptom—hunger—of one or more
underlying problems.

! Hungry children and their families
often use other means to alleviate
hunger—such as food banks,
relatives, neighbours—before
using school food programs.

! Lack of data makes it very difficult
to know, other than through
specific anecdotes, what percent-
age of children at risk of hunger in
any given school area participate
in programs.53 

! The nutritional value of programs
and of the food that is served may
be inadequate. A lack of documen-
tation means that there is insuffi-
cient evidence to measure the
nutritional value.

! From a developmental perspective,
hunger and undernourishment can
have the most severe effects on
preschool-aged children, rather
than school-aged children. From
this point of view, children not yet
in school should probably be
priority recipients of the delivery
of food programs.

! Most programs are elementary
school-based, thus disregarding
youth.

! Most programs are based in schools
rather than in other community
facilities, so the food is available
for only about half the year.

All informants stated that they
believed the government’s number
one priority should be to strengthen
the ability of families to provide for
their own children. This capacity
building for families requires many
elements, including job and income
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supports, work and time-stress
supports (most importantly, ad-
equate child care), nutrition educa-
tion, affordable and accessible
nutritious food, and neighbourhood
and community services (such as
pregnancy support and outreach,
home visiting, early childhood
education, and the like). Within this
response, school food programs
could be one element in an overall
strategy to alleviate hunger. They
could be particularly useful as
interventions with high-risk, poor
children and communities.54

Many informants for this review felt
strongly that hunger—and to some
extent, nutritional adequacy—can
be addressed only with additional
monies for low-income families with
children. One source estimated this
can be achieved at a cost of ap-
proximately $5,000 per hungry
family.55  Increased employment
opportunities and higher minimum
wages could contribute to families’

increased incomes, but in some
cases, for example when parents or
children are ill or the family is led
by one parent,56  increases in income
support programs would also be
required.57 

NUTRITION

Some informants believe that there
is a current or emerging “crisis” in
nutrition (and therefore, a crisis in
health) for a variety of reasons,
including poverty, low education,
lack of appropriate food choices,
food insecurity, a lack of time, and
gender issues (such as body im-
age).58  Although research is lacking
on the prevalence of hunger and
inadequate nutrition, some inform-
ants see school food programs as
part of an appropriate response to
these conditions. They note that the
fast food industry can create prob-
lems for families who have little
time to shop and cook, and the
choices available do not usually
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offer a balanced and nutritional
diet. School food programs can
allow families to bypass the fast
food market.59 

For these observers, after the family,
schools are considered the location
of choice for delivering a food
program because many of the social
conditions that children face else-
where are minimized or equalized in
schools. Schools can provide a
positive environment in which
children can learn about appropriate
nutrition and eat a nutritious meal.
For these informants, in addition to
alleviating hunger, school food
programs can introduce children to
foods that they might otherwise
never have eaten, and the programs
can provide the children with a
general education about food secu-
rity and their place in the food
system. Again, we do not have
adequate information from evalua-
tions or from other research in order
to determine how, or even if, these
outcomes are achieved.

OTHER ISSUES

Dependency/Institutionalization/
Professionalization

The literature indicates that some
school food programs appear to have
created various forms of depend-
ency.60  In some cases, programs
have become an institutionalized
response to a lack of money, time
and, to a lesser extent, knowledge
among families about how to pre-
pare and deliver nutritious meals.

This institutionalization of food
delivery can also serve to
depoliticize responses to community
food issues, for example by encour-
aging people to concentrate on
continuing a food program rather
than tackling the underlying issues
of food and income production and
distribution.61 

Some of the research on school food
programs has argued that the pro-
fessionalization of school food
programs—evident in the hiring
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of staff, increased management and
administrative activity, and
fundraising—may indicate that a
program is focussing more on its
continued existence and less on
program objectives like hunger
reduction or nutrition enhance-
ment.62  These researchers have
concluded that, over time, program
delivery objectives gain prominence
over hunger reduction and nutrition-
enhancement objectives. As men-
tioned earlier in this paper, it may
be erroneous to equate the contin-
ued existence of a program with
success, without an examination of
the program outcomes.

Sustainability

Most school food programs depend
on voluntary support for their exist-
ence. Because of this, programs vary
widely, particularly in regard to food
quality and safety. To ensure
sustainability, program operators
request more money or they
concentrate some of their time on

fundraising. An adequate and as-
sured funding base, along with plans
for the maintenance and succession
of staff or volunteers, are central to
a program’s sustainability.

Charity

Charitable groups believe that they
are contributing to community
capacity by delivering programs to
meet community needs.63   Many
governments, community groups and
the private sector also hold this
view of charities.  For a number of
reasons, however, many informants
said they are uncomfortable with
charitable responses to social prob-
lems. Primarily, they view charitable
responses as a sign that government
priorities have shifted away from
serving the broad public interest
through the delivery of a basic
necessity of life. Thus while filling
an apparent void in public services,
charitable programs tend to view
vulnerable populations as being
unable to help themselves. As a
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result, some informants suggest that
charities contribute to the promo-
tion of values that are the antithesis
of equity, perpetuating a social
system that fails to make more
systemic, structural changes that
would equalize opportunities for
all citizens.

Other informants feel that the time,
energy, and resources generated by
private charities should not be
dismissed. These informants were
concerned that in an era of de-
creased public sector initiatives and
a focus by governments on sectoral
partnerships, charities have filled a
void in services by providing vital
support. These informants believe
that there can be dynamic and
creative roles for charities as long as
appropriate criteria were in place to
guide their actions. Two criteria
most frequently mentioned were
transparency and accountability.

There is also evidence that charities

are unable to respond adequately
to the large problem of food insecu-
rity in Canada, with the result being
that many Canadians are still going
hungry.64 

Food Security/Food Policy

According to some commentators, ad
hoc, band-aid attempts to alleviate
hunger and enhance nutrition have
been insufficient because they have
been based on a food charity system
that “does not have the capacity to
address any of the deeper, structural
issues that have created the condi-
tions of poverty and hunger.”65 

In some jurisdictions, community/
government partnerships are ad-
dressing broader issues of food
security and food policy. Many
informants feel that dialogue and
action at this level would greatly
benefit family and community
health and that this is the most
appropriate forum in which to assess
the need for school food programs.66
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POTENTIAL ROLES
FOR THE FEDERAL
GOVERNMENT

A few of the informants interviewed
for this study, particularly the pro-
vincial government representatives,
gave a one-word answer when asked
what role the federal government
should have in the area of school
food programs: none.  Provincial
officials recommended that the
federal government restore federal
transfer payments delivered through
the CHST to their pre-1995 or earlier
levels. They did not feel that desig-
nating any part of the CHST funding
for food programs was workable,
given the ongoing social union
discussions and other federal/
provincial/territorial initiatives.

On the other hand, community and
local or regional government repre-
sentatives would like stronger fed-
eral involvement in this area. They
believe that federal dollars are more

readily available—at least cur-
rently—and potentially more sus-
tainable than provincial government
funding sources. These informants
also believe that the federal govern-
ment should take on the role of
providing national leadership by
setting standards for healthy child
development, family food security,
and school food programs, and by
promoting ongoing collaboration
with the provinces. Some informants
would support the direct delivery of
a broad-based food or nutrition
program by Health Canada. These
potential roles are explored in more
detail in the following section of
this paper.
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Recommendations

This paper summarizes the findings
from interviews with key informants
and from a review of relevant re-
search literature to address the
following questions:

1. Are school-based nutrition pro-
grams a sound social policy re-
sponse for children?

While there doesn’t seem to be a
clear answer to this question, the
short answer appears to be “No.”
Overall, the available evidence does
not clearly demonstrate that school-
based nutrition programs are a
sound social policy response for
children. More evidence is required
to adequately assess the contribu-
tion these programs can make to
alleviate hunger, enhance nutrition,
and contribute to healthy child
development, without creating any
adverse consequences such as de-
pendency or stigmatization.

2. What role, if any, should the
federal government assume in
supporting these programs?

As a response to social program
funding cuts, communities across
Canada are examining school food
programs as a potential solution to
issues of hunger and inadequate
nutrition. However, without ad-
equate evidence, the federal
government should not support
further development of school
food programs.

The federal government should share
with provincial and community
stakeholders information and re-
search conducted into school food
programs. This could contribute to
the development of additional
research, with the following goals:

! Creating outcome targets and key
indicators to better assess levels
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of hunger, nutrition, and food
security among Canadians gener-
ally and for children in particular.

! Building appropriate evaluation
frameworks—including outcome
targets and key indicators—to
evaluate and assess current
programs.

! Identifying, documenting and
disseminating innovative ap-
proaches to food security.

More broadly, the federal govern-
ment can make a number of contri-
butions to reduce hunger and en-
hance nutrition for Canadians within
the five existing elements of its
mandate:

! Population Health

! Healthy Child Development

! Income Security

! Food Security

! Social Policy Leadership

Population health and healthy child
development provide the context

and basis for priority policy direc-
tions in income security and food
security. Social policy leadership is
important to demonstrate federal
commitment to these policy
directions.

Population Health

Strategies to reduce hunger and
enhance nutrition among children
and families need to be situated
within a guiding framework that
establishes a common understanding
of where we are and where we want
to go.67  The population health
framework is legitimated by sub-
stantial national and international
research, it is comprehensive and
multi-sectoral, and it has already
been adopted by governments. The
population health framework recog-
nizes the interdependence of the
causes of ill health—individual
characteristics and endowments, the
physical environment, and social
and economic factors. The popula-
tion health framework could help to
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emphasize the need for school food
programs as a way to reduce hunger
and enhance nutrition.

Healthy Child Development

The policy directions outlined in
Building a National Strategy for
Healthy Child Development should be
more fully developed and should be
integrated with priority income
security and food security initiatives
(see below). They can then be used
as an implementation framework at
the community level to ensure that
they are relevant to particular local
needs.

Two policy and program initiatives,
grounded in the population health
framework, would contribute most
to hunger and nutrition strategies.
These are income security and food
security.

Income Security

This paper has discussed the impor-
tance of adequate income security

as the major contributor to the
alleviation of hunger and the im-
provement of nutritional outcomes.
Recent policy research has outlined
comprehensive income security
proposals containing a number of
sound proposals, and they should be
fully assessed.

Notwithstanding these proposals,
a commitment is essential to the
following elements of an income
security policy:

! adequate and equitable income,
to be defined and agreed upon
by Canadians.

! a legislated commitment by gov-
ernment to ensure the provision of
adequate and equitable income.

! adequate and equitable income
levels for all families, whatever the
source of family income.

! mutual accountability of govern-
ments and citizens to ensuring
adequate incomes.
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Food Security

Building on Nutrition for Health: An
Agenda for Action, and using the
food security framework developed
in Canada’s Action Plan for Food
Security, the federal government
should make funds available for the
development of local, regional and
provincial food security policies. To
develop these policies and strate-
gies, all governments must work
together, taking into account cur-
rent mechanisms such as the Social
Union Framework Agreement and
federal/provincial/territorial divi-
sions of responsibilities.68  There are
particular needs for the following:

! comprehensive food security
assessments, including assess-
ments of levels of hunger and
nutrition.

! development of food security
councils to ensure ongoing dia-
logue, activity, monitoring and
accountability.69

! community economic development
initiatives in the food sector.70

Social Policy Leadership

It is imperative that the federal
government do the following:

! provide leadership in all of these
areas (population health, healthy
child development, income secu-
rity, food security).

! articulate the values underlying
social policies.

! demonstrate a commitment to
income security and food security.

! provide support for programs and
research, particularly adequate and
accessible information that allows
the public to be informed and
participate in policy development.

! provide meaningful opportunities
for ongoing, broadly based citizen
participation, discussion and
decision-making.

! promote the democratization of
social policy development, imple-
mentation, administration, assess-
ment and accountability.

While it is imperative that the
federal government provide leader-
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ship, responses to hunger and inad-
equate nutrition in Canadian chil-
dren and families will need to en-
gage and involve many actors—
parents and children, governments,
community organizations, schools,
private business, charitable organi-
zations, and so on—in collaborative
action to ensure success.
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Appendix A
BACKGROUND

Health Canada recently completed a
three-phase review of school-based
nutrition and feeding programs in
Canada. In Phase I, interviews were
conducted with provincial govern-
ment officials about existing pro-
grams within their jurisdictions.1 

Tables summarized the state of
program development by province
and territory, including program
descriptions, characteristics, man-
agement, and evaluation. In addi-
tion, some information on school

food service guidelines, policies and
nutrition education initiatives was
included.

During Phase II, a literature review
and analysis were conducted on the
role of breakfast programs in con-
tributing to children’s mood, behav-
iour and ability to learn.2  The paper
produced from this analysis con-
tained a concise summary of the
major findings from the scientific
literature, and it outlined policy
implications and recommendations.

This paper represents the work done
in Phase III. It contains an analysis
of whether school food programs are
an appropriate social policy choice
for children. Building on the first
two phases of Health Canada’s work,
and supported by additional re-
search, this paper also suggests
policy directions for the federal
government, community organiza-
tions, and other food program
stakeholders.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
AND METHODS

Health Canada requested that the
following two research questions be
addressed:

Research Question 1

Are school-based nutrition programs a
sound social policy response for children?
This discussion may take into con-
sideration the following points:

! context of changes to social serv-
ices and the public safety net.

! context of commitments under
Food Security Action Plan, UN
Convention on the Rights of the
Child.

! multiple goals of school-based
nutrition programs (for example,
as a response to hunger, poverty,
pressures of working parents,
children’s poor eating patterns,
and the like).

! issues of local sustainability and
dependency.

! consistency with other key federal
strategies in health, social policy
and income security.

Research Question 2

What role, if any, should the federal
government assume in supporting
these programs? This discussion
should consider the following:

! the present involvement of provin-
cial governments and the voluntary
sector (such as charitable founda-
tions and community groups) in
the funding and delivery of these
programs.

! the role of families in the provision
of basic needs for children.

! assessing the range of possible
roles with respect to federal in-
volvement.

Interviews with key informants and
a review of relevant research litera-
ture were the two methods used in
this study. A list of people consulted
as key informants is attached as
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Appendix B. All literature cited is
referenced in the paper’s endnotes.

Health Canada provided a selected
bibliography of 14 citations on
school-based nutrition. From these
citations, and through a consulta-
tion with Graham Riches at the
University of British Columbia, an
initial list of key informants was
created. Additional literature was
sought, and key informants were
interviewed based on the recommen-
dations of other informants, or as a
result of the particular issues being
investigated. Key informants were
provided with the background and
context for the research verbally or
in writing prior to being inter-
viewed. Informants were interviewed
by phone or in person in Victoria,
Vancouver, Burlington, Hamilton,
and Toronto.
The research was conducted between
November 1998 and February 1999.
A preliminary overview of the paper

was reviewed by Health Canada in
mid-December 1998.3  The complete
draft paper was later reviewed by
Health Canada and a select group of
key informants,4  and the paper was
accepted by Health Canada in Febru-
ary 1999. This version of the paper
has been edited for publication.

Notes
1. Scan of Canadian School Nutrition Programs

1998. Ottawa: Health Canada, Childhood and
Youth Division, 1998, unpublished.

 2. Aurelia T. Shaw, Yvonne Racine, Dan R. Offord.
The Effects of Breakfast on Children’s Mood,
Behaviour and Ability to Learn. Hamilton:
Canadian Centre for Studies of Children at
Risk, 1998, unpublished.

3. The preliminary overview was also reviewed
by Graham Riches and Lynn McIntyre. All
comments were incorporated into the paper
at the author’s discretion.

4. Lise Bertrand, Lydia Dumais, Debbie Field,
Phyllis Godfrey, Lynn McIntyre, Martha
O’Connor, Dan R. Offord, Yvonne Racine,
Graham Riches, and Valerie Tarasuk.
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Appendix B
People consulted for this review:

Janice Aull, Ministry for Children and
Families, Victoria

Carolyn Barber, Department of Public
Health, City of Toronto

Herb Barbolet, Farm Folk/City Folk,
Vancouver

Lise Bertrand, Public Health Directorate,
Montreal

Gavin Brown, Ministry for Children and
Families, Victoria

Barbara Crocker, Vancouver/Richmond
Health Board, Vancouver

Lydia Dumais, Health Canada,
Ottawa

Laurie Duncan, Ministry for Children and
Families, Victoria

Corinne Eisler, Vancouver/Richmond
Health Board, Vancouver

Debbie Field, FoodShare,
Toronto

Lisa Forster-Coull, Ministry of Health,
Victoria

Phyllis Godfrey, Ministry of the Attorney
General, Victoria

Louise Hanvey, Canadian Council on
Social Development, Ottawa

Anne Hay, St. Christopher’s Church,
Burlington

Clyde Hertzman, University of British
Columbia, Vancouver

Joanne Houghton, Consultant, Prince
George

Colin Hughes, Children’s Aid Society,
Toronto

Laura Kalina, Food Policy Council,
Kamloops

Fiona Knight, Consultant,
Toronto

Rod MacRae, Food Policy Council,
Toronto

Lynn McIntyre, Dalhousie University,
Halifax

Catherine Moraes, Toronto District School
Board, Toronto

Martha O’Connor, Canadian Living
Foundation, Toronto

Dan R. Offord, McMaster University,
Hamilton

Yvonne Racine, McMaster University,
Hamilton

Graham Riches, University of British
Columbia, Vancouver

David Ross, Canadian Council on Social
Development, Ottawa

Valerie Tarasuk, University of Toronto,
Toronto


