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Agenda

I. Introduction
● National Farm to School Network and Who’s At the Table? Campaign
● Landscape of State Universal Meals Policies
● Insights from four state case studies

II.  Advocate Panel Discussion

III. Audience Q&A



About The National Farm to School Network
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Our Mission

Increase access to local food and 
nutrition education to improve 

children’s health, strengthen 
family farms, and cultivate 

vibrant communities.



Our Core Functions

We are 
a hub for:

Connecting 
people to: 

Information Networking Advocacy

Resources People Policy
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Community Values

Economic Justice

Environmental Justice

Health Impact

Racial Equity

Workers Rights

 & Animal Welfare

Our Call to Action 
100% of 
Communities 
Will Hold 
Power in a 
Racially Just 
Food System



“Who’s at the Table?” School Meals Campaign
   Link: farmtoschool.com/universal-school-meals
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Universal, Local, and Values-based School Food



National Landscape of Universal Meals Policies

As of July 2023:

● 31 states + DC 
Introduced

● 7 Permanent 
policies

● 3 Temporary 
policies



States with Permanent Universal Meals Policies

As of July 2023

California      |      Colorado      |      Maine      |      Michigan 

Minnesota      |      New Mexico      |      Vermont



National Landscape of Universal Meals Policies

Permanent Universal Meals Represent…

7
States

9.9
Million Students

20%
All U.S. Students
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Farm to School & Universal School Meals

All states with 
permanent universal 
meals policies 
already had strong 
policies in-place that 
support local food 
purchasing.

Local Food 
Purchasing Grant

CO

CA

NM MI

ME

MN
VT

Local Food 
Incentive Grant

Local Foods 
Fund

Farm to 
School Full 
Tray Grant

10 Cents 
A Meal

Farm to 
School 

Incubator 
Grant

NM Grown 
Program
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The Case Studies

Case Study 
Structure:
________________

● Policy overview

● Coalition overview

● Unique policy 
features

● Relevant farm to 
school policies

● Top tips from 
advocates

● Implementation 
insights
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The Case Studies

— Available Now — — Coming Soon —



Insights from Case Studies

I. Each state had diverse universal meals policy features.

III. 

II.  
Each state had unique coalition and advocacy strategies, 
but many advocates shared similar advocacy tips and 
experiences during implementation.

Farm to school and/or policies that support values-aligned 
purchasing were crucial for universal meals advocacy.



Establishing the programs:

Education 
Omnibus 

Budget Trailer 
Bill

Public Ballot
(Prop FF)

Typical 
Legislation

Introduced 
by bipartisan 
committee

I. Each state had diverse universal meals policy features.



I. Each state had diverse universal meals policy features.

First introduction of universal meals 
was not its final form

First passed a temporary policy, then a 
permanent one

Requires schools to maximize federal 
funding

Mandates universal meals if they 
participate in NSLP

Creates a new tax structure to fund the 
program

First eliminated the reduced-price 
category for school meals

encourages



I. Each state had diverse universal meals policy features.

Complementary Programs

In budget
● Kitchen Infrastructure
● Food Service Staff Training
● Increased Per-Meal 

Reimbursement Rate
● Farm to School Incubator 

Grant (est. 1 year prior)
● Funding for universal 

meals evaluation
+ more

None None 

*Originally paired with 
local food incentive, 
passed on its own 1 
year after incentive 
passed

In main bill
● Local Food Purchasing Grant
● Increased wages for food 

nutrition staff
● Local School Food 

Purchasing Technical 
Assistance and Education 
Grant Programs

● Student-parent advisory 
board for local food grant



II.  Each state had unique coalition and advocacy 
strategies, but many advocates shared similar advocacy 
tips and experiences during implementation.

Coalition Structure Implementation 

Shared by most/all:
- One main organizer
- Tiered coalition
- National partners 
- Capacity building

Unique:
- Small v. broad 
- Visioning process (VT)
- Funding (CO)
- Language justice (CO)

- Focus on youth / 
hunger

- Storytelling
- Broad coalition
- Clear messaging
- Targeted research
- Bipartisan support
- Work with lobbyists
- Legislative champions
- Use partners’ 

strengths

- Increased meal 
participation

- Reduced stigma 

Challenges
- Income form 

completion
- Long lunch lines / 

less meal time 
- Staff capacity
- Infrastructure

Advocacy Tips



III. Farm to school and/or values-aligned purchasing were 
crucial for universal meals advocacy.

All states had LFPI 
policies-in-place 

prior to UM 

Well-poised with 
partnerships in place to 

then mobilize for UM

Including these policies 
in messaging and/or 
strengthening within 

UM legislation  
supported advocacy

Farm to school 
advocates took on 

leadership roles 
in UM coalitions

Bipartisan Public & Policymaker Support

Broadened Coalition Membership

VIRTUOUS
CYCLE

- Economy
- Workers
- Meal Quality



Recommendations for Advocates

I.   

II.  (If possible) Fund supports for implementation

III. Learn from successful coalitions

Integrate farm to school and/or values-aligned 
purchases in advocacy and in legislation

- Case studies
- Communities of practice
- Coalition websites
- Conversations with 

advocates

- Equipment & 
infrastructure

- Coordinator
- Staff wages
- Staff training
- Evaluation
- Partners for TA

- Local food 
purchasing 
incentive 

- Farm to school 
grants
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Vermont’s Virtuous Cycle

Resource from VT Feed



Become a 
National Farm to 
School Network 
Partner 
Organization!

Link: 
https://www.farmtoschool.org/our-network



Thank You!
Does anyone have any 
questions?

rbetz@farmtoschool.org
1 601 832 2785
Farmtoschool.org 

2727


