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[image: Nutrition standards for school lunches are at the heart of an agriculture spending debate in the House this week.]i 
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School lunches have never been known for culinary excellence. But to be fair, the National School Lunch Program — which provides free or reduced lunches to about 31 million kids every day — has never aimed to dazzle as much as to fill little bellies.
In 2010, Congress gave the Federal School Lunch Program a nutrition make-over. New regulations called for:
· Increasing the amount of whole grains served in school cafeterias
· Shifting to fat free or low-fat milks
· Limiting the amount of calories that can come from saturated fats to 10 percent
· Offering fruits and vegetables on a daily basis
· Implementing caloric minimums and maximums for each meal
Those were just the first steps. By the school year starting this fall, schools are also required to:
· Reduce the amount of sodium school cafeterias can serve to a maximum of 1,230 to 1,420 milligrams a day for lunch (depending on age group) and 540 to 640 milligrams a day for breakfast.
· Shift to 100 percent "whole grain-rich" products, which means that they are mostly whole grain.
In the agriculture appropriations bill, which may come to a vote on Thursday, schools would also receive additional support for making the transition to a healthier menu, including provisions to help them purchase new equipment to prepare fresher foods.
Sam Kass, senior advisor for nutrition policy at the White House, says 90 percent of schools have already — or are in the process of — implementing the new standards.
The Salt 
Lobbyists Loom Behind The Scenes Of School Nutrition Fight
[image: Currently, half of all products served in the school lunch program must be "whole-grain rich," which USDA defines as products made of at least 50 percent whole grain. According to the new standards, by the start of the next school year, schools must use only products that are whole-grain rich.]
The Salt 
Health Advocates Lament GOP Move To Relax School Lunch Rules
But GOP leaders, as well as the School Nutrition Association, which represents school food service directors and several companies that supply school cafeterias, say the upcoming requirements are unworkable. They claim that kids don't want the healthy options and, as a result, too much food is being wasted. They also say that the cost of reducing sodium and other preservatives are placing an undue burden on schools.
[image: First lady Michelle Obama has been doing a lot of high-fiving with schoolchildren like these in Dallas to promote healthful lifestyles. Now she's diving more deeply into the politics of school lunch.]
The Salt 
First Lady Fights To Keep Healthful School Lunch Law Intact
Alabama Republican Congressman Robert Aderholt introduced a provision that would give school districts a year-long waiver from both old and new standards if they can show that they are losing money.
First Lady Michelle Obama, who helped spearhead the new regulations, is vehemently opposed to delaying or softening the new regulations.
So is Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack. He says that kids will eat healthier foods if they are provided with them and claims that, overall, school food revenues around the country are up by about $200 million dollars since the changes took effect.
"The facts just don't basically support the notion that somehow school district are financially strapped to be able comply," he said.
His advice for schools that are struggling: instead of asking to opt-out, ask for help.
The hearings over the waivers started on the House floor Wednesday.
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