
 

Congress relaxes whole grain standards for
schools

December 10 2014, byMary Clare Jalonick

  
 

  

First lady Michelle Obama visits the cafeteria as she has lunch with school
children at Parklawn elementary school in Alexandria, Va., in this Jan., 25, 2012
file photo. A massive year-end spending bill released Tuesday Dec. 9,
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2014doesn't allow schools to opt out of healthier school meal standards
championed by first lady Michelle Obama, as House Republicans had sought.
But it would ease standards that require more whole grains in school foods. (AP
Photo/Pablo Martinez Monsivais, File)

Congress is taking some whole grains off the school lunch line.

A massive year-end spending bill released Tuesday doesn't allow schools
to opt out of healthier school meal standards championed by first lady
Michelle Obama, as House Republicans had sought. But it would ease
standards that require more whole grains in school foods.

The bill also would put off rules to make school meals less salty,
suspending lower sodium standards that were supposed to go into effect
in 2017.

Some school nutrition directors have lobbied for a break from the
standards, which have been phased in since 2012, saying the rules have
proven to be costly and restrictive. Some kids don't like the meals,
either. House Republicans have said the rules are an overreach, and have
fought to ease them.

As the debate escalated this summer, Michelle Obama said she would
fight "to the bitter end" to make sure kids have good nutrition in schools.
The White House did not have immediate comment on the language in
the spending bill.

Many schools have complained that the whole grain standards are a
challenge, especially when preparing popular pastas, biscuits and
tortillas. Food service companies don't have as many options in the
whole wheat varieties, and preparation can be more difficult, especially
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with some whole wheat pastas that can be mushy and hard to cook.

The spending bill, expected to become law before the end of the year,
would allow schools that can demonstrate they have had difficulty
finding and affording acceptable whole grain products like pastas and
breads to be exempted from 2014 standards requiring all grain products
to be mostly whole grain. Those schools would still have to abide by
previous guidelines that half of their grain products be mostly whole
grain.

  
 

  

In this Oct. 14, 2014 file photo, first lady Michelle Obama and a student look
over their plates as they eat lunch in the East Room of the White House in
Washington following the annual fall harvest of the White House Kitchen
Garden. House Republicans are making a final push this year to give schools a
temporary break from healthier school meal standards. The school meal rules
phased in since 2012. (AP Photo/Susan Walsh, File)
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The final language is a compromise between the House's attempt to
allow schools to opt out of the standards for a year and a Senate
provision that called for more study on the whole grains issue.

The changes for sodium standards are far off. The 2012 standards
already lowered salt levels in school meals, with even lower sodium
levels set to start in two years. The bill says the government cannot
require the 2017 levels "until the latest scientific research establishes the
reduction is beneficial for children."

In a statement after the bill was released, Alabama Rep. Robert
Aderholt, the Republican chairman of the House subcommittee that
oversees agriculture issues, said the whole grains waiver is "the best bill
we that are going to get" with Democrats still controlling the Senate. He
expressed optimism that the GOP may get more of what it wants when
the party controls both chambers next year.

While many schools have implemented the new standards successfully,
others have said they're not working. Schools have long been required to
follow government nutrition rules if they accept federal reimbursements
for free and reduced-price meals for low-income students, but the 2012
standards were much stricter than earlier standards.

The congressional changes have been pushed by the School Nutrition
Association, a group that represents both school nutrition directors and
the food companies that produce many of the school foods. While the
group was looking for deeper rollbacks than included in the spending
bill, the whole grain and sodium standards were among its main
concerns. The organization's CEO, Patricia Montague, issued a statement
late Tuesday saying the group "strongly supports" the language.

The Agriculture Department has already shown some flexibility on the
whole grain issue. It said earlier this year that schools can put off for two
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years the requirement that all pastas in schools be mostly whole grain if
they can demonstrate that they have had "significant challenges" in
preparing the pasta.

Advocates for the healthier meal standards predict there will be fewer
problems over time as kids get used to the new foods and the food
industry creates tastier and more numerous products that follow the
standards.

American Heart Association CEO Nancy Brown said the changes in the
spending bill could harm kids' health, even if the bill doesn't dismantle
the school meals program.

"If Congress hits the pause button now on the sodium reduction, it's
possible that more children could develop high blood pressure and be at
risk for heart disease or stroke before they even become adults," Brown
said in a statement.

The year-end spending bill won't be the last time Congress takes on the
school meal standards, as the overall law governing child nutrition
policy, including school lunches, expires next year. Both the House and
the new Republican Senate are expected to consider changes to the meal
standards as part of legislation renewing the law.

On other food issues, the spending bill would allow fresh white potatoes
to be part of the federal Women, Infants and Children nutrition program.
The Agriculture Department doesn't currently allow them, even though it
allows other fruits and vegetables, because it says people already eat
enough white potatoes. The program serves low-income children and
pregnant and nursing mothers.

© 2014 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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