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Public School Parent Leaders From Across NYC Call on Mayor de Blasio to Expand Universal Free 

School Lunch to all NYC Public School Students in His Executive Budget  

  
New York, NY -- On Thursday, March 10th, the Lunch 4 Learning Campaign’s Parent Caucus--a coalition of 

parents from every public school citywide parent leadership body and over 20 diverse school districts—were 

joined by Public Advocate Letitia James and held a press conference on the steps of City Hall to call on Mayor 

de Blasio to keep his promise to end income stigma in school cafeterias by expanding universal free school 

lunch to all public school students.   

 

On February 18th, 2016, representatives of the Parent Caucus delivered a letter to the Mayor urging him to 

expand the program in his Executive Budget. Parents also requested a meeting with the Mayor to discuss the 

program’s benefits to children and families. Signatories to the letter included the Chancellor’s Parent 

Advisory Council, The Education Council Consortium, the Citywide Council on High Schools, the Citywide 

Council on English Language Learners, the Citywide Council on Special Education, and over six-dozen 

representatives of borough- and school district-based councils and PTAs.  After three weeks without a 

response, parent leaders took their message--and their letter (view here)--to the public. 

  

“It is time for the Mayor to make good on his promise that he felt so strongly about as a candidate. Bringing 

universal free school lunch to all students eliminates two problems --children who skip meals, despite their 

hunger, to avoid being shamed by their classmates, and the many families who don't qualify for free lunch 

but cannot afford to pay the lunch fee,” said Miguel Rodriguez, President, Staten Island Federation of Parent 

Teacher Associations, and SI representative on the Citywide Council of High Schools. 

 

 "Universal free school lunch is so important to the goal of increasing socio-economic integration in our public 

schools," said Maggie Spillane, Member, District 13 Community Education Council. "In the absence of 

universal free lunch, families of limited means worry about stigma their children may face in the cafeteria, 

and staff struggle to ensure all students are nourished and that the bills are paid.  The status quo has built 

barriers to creating more well-functioning, integrated schools; the mayor could easily remove these barriers, 

and he should." 

 

Full expansion of the program will only cost $3.6 million, and Community Food Advocates estimates the 

city will receive $22.6 million in additional federal and state reimbursements due to increased participation 

and a favorable reimbursement structure under the federal Community Eligibility Provision. In addition, 

universal free lunch will alleviate the financial burden on families struggling to make ends meet, saving 

families approximately $900/year per child, and will create hundreds more jobs. 

 

"We have been fighting to expand access to lunch for all students, because without proper nutrition our 

students simply cannot learn. As we did with universal pre-k, New York City should be leading the national  

http://www.lunch4learningnyc.org/parent-caucus-letter-to-Mayordeblasio


 

conversation on education, but instead we are falling behind on this critical issue. Together, we must work to 

ensure that no child goes hungry in our City by making universal school lunch a reality,” said Public Advocate 

Letitia James.  

 

“We know that when students eat, what they eat, and whether they eat at all are crucial factors in equipping 

them to learn,” said Manhattan Borough President Gale A. Brewer. “We also know that universal free school 

lunch eliminates a source of stigma in our schools, combating inequality and increasing the number of 

students who actually eat every day. It’s time for New York to join the many major cities around the country 

that have adopted universal free school lunch as the standard, and do right by our kids.” 

 

Mayor de Blasio stressed the importance of universal free lunch when he was campaigning [see video here], 

calling the initiative “crucial.” In 2014, he took a first step by providing universal free lunch to students in 6th 

through 8th grade stand-alone middle schools. The program had a successful start in middle schools: an 

additional 7,300 students started eating school lunch each day.  

 

"Universal free lunches in our schools would ensure that no child goes to class hungry and would enable 

students to concentrate on their studies," said NYC Council Education Committee Chairperson Daniel Dromm 

(D-Jackson Heights, Elmhurst).  "I urge the Mayor and Chancellor to move this initiative forward and will 

continue to work with the Lunch 4 Learning Campaign to combat food insecurity in our public schools." 

 

Many major US cities are already taking advantage of a federal program that incentivizes universal free 

school lunch, known as the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP). Cities include, but are not limited to, 

Chicago, IL; Boston, MA; Philadelphia, PA; Baltimore, MD; Dallas, TX; Detroit, MI; Milwaukee, WI; Pittsburgh, 

PA; Birmingham, Ala; Mobile, AL; Montgomery, AL, Jackson, MS; Kansas City, MO; Springfield, MA; Akron, 

OH; Dayton, OH; District of Columbia; Nashville, TN; Buffalo, NY; Hempstead, NY; Poughkeepsie, NY; 

Rochester, NY; Syracuse, NY. 

  

“No student should be stigmatized for eating free lunch. The federal and state reimbursements available 

mean this program could have a huge impact with a relatively low cost to the City.  It’s time that we 

make sure that no students are going hungry at school.”  

- Antonio Reynoso, Council Member 

 

"Institutionalizing universal free school lunch will help families from all-income levels by reducing stigma 

and ensuring all students, regardless of background, have access to a nutritious lunch. We all know that 

students can't succeed in the classroom if they have to worry about having access to food. It's time to 

help students achieve maximum potential by securing universal free school lunch.”  

- Ritchie Torres, Council Member 

 

“No child deserves to face social stigma for taking advantage of an important program like free school 

lunch. Expanding these programs to cover all students is a smart, cost-effective way to combat poverty 

stigma and get more kids eating and ready to learn in our public schools. I urge Mayor de Blasio to 

follow through on his commitment by bringing universal free school lunch to New York City.” 

- Stephen Levin, Council Member  

 

"Children should not have to worry like I did about having enough money to eat that day or being picked 

on because they get a free or reduced meal. No child should go hungry in one of the wealthiest cities in 

the world. A free school lunch should be waiting for every child." 

- Ben Kallos, Council Member 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hTX-MKClWgE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hTX-MKClWgE


 

“Approximately 75 percent of New York City school children qualify for free lunch. However, the actual 

participation rate is much lower. There are several barriers to children accessing the free lunch program, 

including the stigma of being labeled a ‘free lunch kid.’ We need to eliminate these barriers by ensuring 

that all children have access to a free, nutritious lunch. Proper nutrition is as essential to learning as 

books. Studies have shown that hunger negatively impacts student academic performance. Providing 

universal free lunch will not only guarantee that our children have access to a nutritious meal, it will also 

have a positive effect on their education.”  

- Andrew Cohen, Council Member 

 

“No child should have to go to school hungry. It’s incredibly difficult for a student to stay focused in class 

on an empty stomach. A universal free school lunch program would benefit the students, families, and 

teachers in our public school system. The program would direct money away from bureaucracy to feed 

children.” 

- Barry Grodenchik, Council Member 

 

“Children do not learn and reach their full potential while hungry. Expanding universal free school lunch 

to all public school students is the right thing to do.” 

- Carlos Menchaca, Council Member 

 

About Lunch 4 Learning: Lunch 4 Learning (L4L) is a diverse, coalition-based campaign spearheaded by 

Community Food Advocates that has focused on making free and healthy school meals available to all NYC 

public school students, regardless of income. The L4L campaign has brought together 260 organizational and 

elected partners, top chefs and celebrities to elevate this issue and focus attention on this anti-hunger, 

health and educational priority. 

  

Hundreds of thousands of students in NYC public schools do not participate in federally funded school lunch 

due to the programs’ poverty stigma.  An astonishing 68 percent of NYC’s 1.1 million public school children 

have family incomes low enough to be eligible for free school lunch (below $26,000 for a household of three). 

Seventy five percent have incomes that qualify them for either free or reduced priced meals. 

  

In 2014, 230,000 out of 760,000 students eligible for free or reduced price meals did not participate in the 

school lunch program, despite urgent need.  Many of these students, especially as they get older, go without 

eating school lunch for fear of being labeled poor by their peers, with long-lasting health and educational 

consequences. 

  

Many more families are above the income eligibility for free or reduced priced lunch, yet struggle to make 

ends meet. 

  

For more information about Lunch 4 Learning, visit - http://www.lunch4learningnyc.org 
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