
 

 

January 4, 2022 
The Honorable Jason Lewis, Senate Chair 
The Honorable Alice Peisch, House Chair 
Joint Committee on Education 
State House, Boston, MA 02133 
 
RE: Testimony in Support of H.686/S.349, An Act Establishing Farm to School Grants to 
Promote Healthy Eating and Strengthen the Agricultural Community 
 
Dear Chair Lewis, Chair Peisch, and Members of the Committee: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in support of H.686/S.349, An Act Establish-
ing Farm to School Grants to Promote Healthy Eating and Strengthen the Agricultural Commu-
nity and for the committee’s past support of child nutrition programs, including passage of An 
Act Regarding Breakfast After the Bell and An Act to Promote Student Nutrition. 
 
MASSACHUSETTS SCHOOLCHILDREN STRUGGLE WITH FOOD INSECURITY 
 
Project Bread is a statewide anti-hunger organization committed to connecting people and com-
munities in Massachusetts to reliable sources of food while advocating for policies that make 
food accessible—so that no one goes hungry. As we begin to recover from COVID-19, food in-
security is still at elevated levels. According to the Census Bureau, over 1 in 8 households and 
nearly 1 in 6 households with children have faced food insecurity over the last six months. Food 
is the most basic of human needs, and research has shown time and time again the long-term 
negative outcomes associated with lack of access to this basic need – people experiencing food 
insecurity will get sick more ofteni, are more likely to be hospitalizedii, and have higher rates of 
obesity, depression, and chronic illness.  
 
Prior to March 2020, we knew that a hungry child cannot learn, much less thrive. Unfortunately, 
COVID-19 put the problem of food insecurity into starker relief and highlighted the critical role of 
school nutrition programs in addressing childhood hunger. During the pandemic, 1 in 5 
households with children in Massachusetts experienced food insecurity. Fortunately, Congress 
and the United States Department of Agriculture moved swiftly to allow and support schools and 
community organizations to provide school meals for free to any children or teen. In the summer 
of 2020, as an example, among households in Massachusetts with children who received free 
food, 59% reported that they received free food from a school meal site.  
 
As our communities and schools begin to resemble their pre-pandemic identities, there are 
many areas where “normal” is simply not good enough. Before the pandemic, 1 in 10 children 
faced food insecurity in Massachusetts. As we return to “normal,” schools will continue to play a 
critical role in so many aspects of our children’s lives. For many, that will include two or more 
meals each school day. Up to half of many low-income children’s daily calories can come from 
school mealsiii. We know that when children have access to proper nutrition, they are better able 
to learn and live healthier lives. Undernourished students have poorer cognitive performanceiv. 
Beyond academic success, children who experience hunger are more likely to have behavioral 
and attention problems as compared to other studentsv. The Legislature can help these children 
get the food they need by improving access to healthy, locally-grown school meals through An 



 

 

Act Establishing Farm to School Grants to Promote Healthy Eating and Strengthen the 
Agricultural Community. 
 
FARM TO SCHOOL IS A WIN-WIN FOR MASSACHUSETTS SCHOOLCHILDREN AND MAS-
SACHUSETTS AGRICULTURAL WORKERS 
 
Project Bread has more than twenty years of experience working to boost participation, quality, 
and health of school meals as a strategy to end childhood hunger, and we believe Farm to 
School is a great step on this path. Farm to School works to provide children and their families 
with the resources and knowledge to make their own food choices, aiding students’ health and 
academic outcomes. Farm to School programs can improve student consumption of fruits and 
vegetables, participation in school nutrition programs, and knowledge and attitudes toward agri-
culture, food, nutrition, and the environmentvi. These programs can also provide education and 
experiential learning opportunities to students of all ages and abilities through edible gardens, 
cooking demonstrations, field trips to farms, and more. This could serve to address childhood 
obesity and diet-related disease in Massachusetts, along with advancing the general health 
benefits that come with healthy eating and nutrition education. 
 
Farm to School also works to strengthen the local economy and build community. The COVID-
19 pandemic has presented numerous struggles to communities, including the ongoing chal-
lenges regarding the supply chain. However, we have seen the opportunity presented by local 
community food systems and their strength in responding and adapting to crisesvii. Even after 
the pandemic, this bill would keep money in the Massachusetts economy, allowing Massachu-
setts farms to sell to Massachusetts schools and would encourage strong relationships between 
schools and producers that would allow for easier cooperation and adaptation. 110 Massachu-
setts farms sell to schools and 25% have grown their businesses to meet this new demand.vi 
For every $1 spent on direct farm purchases in Massachusetts, another $1.12 in local economic 
activity is generated. However, only one-third of Massachusetts K-12 students currently access 
local food or food education in school.vi Massachusetts schools currently spend approximately 
$75 million on food annually – money that could be invested in Massachusetts farmers, fishers, 
and food producers.vi  
 
We are proud of the work we have done with our partners to increase the availability of and par-
ticipation in school meals for children around the state. This legislation would further those re-
sults while strengthening the agricultural economy of the state. To support an increase in ac-
cess to healthy school meals for Massachusetts schoolchildren and in opportunities for 
Massachusetts agricultural workers, we ask for the committee’s positive action on 
H.686/S.349, An Act Establishing Farm to School Grants to Promote Healthy Eating and 
Strengthen the Agricultural Community. 
 
THE LEGISLATURE’S LEADERSHIP IS NEEDED TO PROMOTE HEALTHY EATING AND 
ECONOMIC GROWTH 
 
Because Project Bread works closely with school nutrition directors and business managers, we 
understand the challenge of balancing finances with feeding children healthy meals. An Act Es-
tablishing Farm to School Grants to Promote Healthy Eating and Strengthen the Agricultural 



 

 

Community is a step in the right direction, opening a new market for Massachusetts food pro-
ducers and providers while increasing access to local, healthy food for schoolchildren. This leg-
islation would:  
 

• Establish a competitive grant program within the Department of Elementary and Second-
ary Education for eligible public schools and licensed childcare programs 

• Provide grants which would build the capacity of public schools and licensed childcare 
programs to purchase ingredients grown and produced in Massachusetts, prepare 
scratch-cooked meals and educate students about the food system 

• Promote cross-sector growth by updating infrastructure, providing job training, support-
ing local business growth, educating students, and improving public health 

 
This legislation would work to remove barriers both for food producers and providers who are 
looking to partner with schools and for the schools themselves who often want to partner with 
local farms but lack the necessary equipment, training, and connections.  For this reason, Pro-
ject Bread urges you to report An Act Establishing Farm to School Grants to Promote 
Healthy Eating and Strengthen the Agricultural Community out of the committee favora-
bly. 
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