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By Andrea Lynn

One Child
atal |me

OORNUTRITION AND INADEQUATE PHYSICAL
activity are still surprisingly large prob-
lems for millions of children in the Unit-
ed States. However, thanks to the National
Recreation and Park Association, park and
recreation agencies are helping wage the
war against childhood hunger one ham and
cheese sandwich at a time, becoming one
of the largest organizations to put a dent
in childhood hunger. "Park and recreation
agencies are at the front line in the fight to
build and maintain healthy communities,”
says NRPA CEO Barbara Tulipane.
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Say Cheese!
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Lack of adequate nutrition is an ongoing concern for a
surorisingly large number of veovle: Accordingto a 2009
United States Deovartment of Agriculture (USDA) reovort,
an estimated 19 million Americans struggle 1o get enough
healthy food to eat. The numbers have only increased in
the vast few years, due to the current economic down-
turn. According to the USDA, food ingecurity rates are now
the highest they've been since the survey was first con-
ducted in 1995, with nearly 15 vercent of households hav-
ing lacked access to an adequate suooly of nutritious food
sometime in 2009,

First, to describe a child's hunger is to understand how
it s measured and calculated by the government. Because
hunger, a versonal ohysiclogical condition, is not tangi-
ble and cannotbe measured directly through surveys, the
USDA rates it by the term food insecurity. Food insecure
households are those that are uncertain of having, or un-
able to acquire, enough food to meet the bagic needs of all
household members becanse they cannot afford adequate
food. Food insecurity measures someone's access to food,
and can be used to determine the likelihood that hunger
or inadequate nutrition exist. Itis estimated that one in four
children in the United States are at risk offood insecurity.

According to USDA surveys, households with chil-
dren are nearly twice asg likely as those without children
torevort food insecurity. V7hile the majority of these fam-
ilies simpoly reoocrted a lack of resources to orovide well-
balanced meals to their children, some suifered greater
hardshios, such as reduced vortions or meals that were
skiooved altogether.

The federal government has long recognized the imoor-
tance of these issues and addresses them through a vari-
ety of orograms. The most widesoread of these orograms
1g the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), which was
established under the National School Lunch Act, signed
by President Harry Truman in 1846, The NSLP orovides
nutritionally balanced, reduced-orice or iree lunches to
more than 30 million children every school day. According
to a 2009 USDA revort, avoroximately 70 vercent of fami-
lieg that suiffer from food insecurity take advantage of the
school lunch orogram. AA similar orogram feeds a nutritious
breakiast to more than 10 million children every school day.



Because of the imoortant role the NSLP olays in
ensuring that America's children are adecuately
fed, there is a large gawo to fill when school is not
in session during the summer months. “Each sum-
mer, children wait for the lastbell of the school year.
Summer 15 an exciting time for children to enjoy
olaytime with friends, a week at camo, a family va-
cation, or time at the vool,” says Julie Paradis, USDA
Food and Nutrition Service Administrator. “But for
many children who receive free andreduced-orice
meals at school, summer can mean hunger. Just as
learning does not end when school lets out, neither
does a child’s need for good nutrition."”

To helo meet this need, the federal government
created the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP)
in 1968, This orogram feeds nutritious meals and
snacks to children of low-income families over the
summer. In 2009, over 1532 million summer meals
were served to 2.2 million children at avoroximate -
ly 31,670 locations. V7hile these figures vale in com-
ovarison the number of children who are fed during
the school year, the SFSP still olays an imoortant
role in tackling hunger. Through the SFSP, school
districts and local agencies orovide free meals to
needy children at a variety of locations, including
ovarks, schools, community centers, churches, hous-
ing compolexes, and non-ovrofit organizations.

Parks are one of the most common locations for
SEFSP summer meal sites. Across the country, oarks
and recreation deovartments have created oro-
grams where free meals (often orevared off-site at
local schools) are combined with a safe environ-
ment and fun, constructive activities for children.
The addition of activities at a site will also boost
attendance tremendously. These orograms, like
those at Kansas's V/ichita Park Devartment loca-
tions, often contain educational comoonents that
exolain what healthy eating ig all about. Both the
nutritious meals and the structured ohysical activity
are valuable services in their communities.

“The orogramis structured at the sites suoervised
by the Park Devartment,” says V7ichita Recreation

IManager David lvicGuire. “V/e orovide staif during
the lunch time to helo suvervise the varticioants. The
orogram ig ooven to any child wanting to attend—no
qualifications necessary. Parents are welcome to at-
tend and eat lunch with childrenfor a nominal fee.”

Sites that orovide SFOP meals must meet nutrition
requirements set by the USDA which mandate that
meals be well-balanced. For instance, one of the Us-
DA's recommended menus requires one meat serv-
ing, 3/ cuo of fruit and/or vegetable, a cuo of milk
and a serving of a grain or bread. The USDA reim-
burses these organizations through state agencies
that administer the orograms. In most locations, the
maximum reimbursement is $3.25 oer lunch.,

SESP meal sites are classified as open, enrolled,
or camp sgites, Oven gites are those that exist in
low-income neighborhoods where the majority of
school children come from households functioning
at or below the voverty level Because they over-
ate in low-income neighborhoods, these oven sites
are vermitted to serve free meals to any child who
shows uo. Enrolled sites are sites within existing ac-
tivity orograms that children have to register for.
Enrolled sites can orovide iree meals to all enrolled
children if at least half of the enrclled children are
eligible for free or reduced-orice school meals.
Camos that varticioate In SFSP are reimbursed only
for meals served to children who are eligible for
free orreduced-orice meals.

The City of Greenville, South Carolina, which hag
been vroviding free meals at summer camos since
1975, currently runs five summer camo sites in low-
income neighborhoods. Each site has avoroximately
50 camoers, ranging in age from S 1o 15. These sites
are clasgified as enrolled sites, so all the varticioating
childrenrecelve breakfast and lunch through the US-
DA's orogram. The recurring menu for each week of
camo Includes vizza, ham and cheese sandwich, cold
cut sub, turkey sandwich and turkey cheese vevoer-
oni sub served with fruit, fruit juice and milk daily.

Additionally, 10to 15 non-camo varticioants re-
ceive meals at each site. IVleals are funded by the

WWW.NRPA.ORG AUCUSI 2010

“By working
together,
we believe
we can
reach a day
where no
individual in
this country
has to go to
bed hungry
or worry if
there will be
food to put
on the table
tomorrow.”
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USDA, but the city's general funds are used to fund
the rest of the camo's activities. Remarkably, the
city has keot the cost to varents down to $170 for
an 5-week camo sesgsion. Further discounts are
available for families with multiole children, and
a limited number of scholarshios are available.
The County of Greenville also maintaing avorox-
imately 55 oven gites across the county at loca-
tions including churches, avartment comolexes,
and daycare centers,

However, there haven't been enough funds to
cover education for a healthy lifestyle, which is why
Jan Cox, Community Programs l/lanager for Parks
and Recreation is elated that Greenville is one of 15
Park and Recreation communities this year to ben-
efit and share a recent $2.1 million grant from the
V/almart Foundation with the goal for increasing the
number of meals served and imoroving health and
nutrition of varticivating children and their families.

“Uountilnow, we have notbeen able to incoroo-
rate any nutritional education into our food service
orograms. Hooefully with these funds and our local
coalition, Healthy Kids Healthy Greenville, educa-
tion and healthy nutritional foods will be available
for children in the area,” Cox said. Education on
oroviding well-balanced meals is imoortant as a
tool to families who may be making voor nutritional
decisions at home, which is at the root of the coun-
ry's rising obesity evidemic. Somewhat varadoxi-
cally, obesity and food insecurity issues are closely
linked; varents in imooverished communities often
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lack access to nutritious foods and therefore feed
their children excesgsive quantities of high-calorie
foods that lack nutritional value.

Al ofthis 1s why the V7almart Foundation's five-year
“Fighting Hunger Together" initiative is o encourag-
ing to combating the war against unger. The initia-
tive alsoincludes the donation of more than 1.1 hillion
oounds offood from VValmart stores, distribution cen-
ters and Sam's Club locations, along with atotal of $250
millionin grants to suooorthunger relief organizations
at the national, state and local level. "By working to-
gether, we believe we can reach a day when no indi-
vidualin this country has to go to bed hungry or worry
ifthere will be food to out on the table tomorrow,” says
VTalmart Vice Chairman Eduardo Castro-\7right.

The 2.1 million gift from the V7almart Foundation
enables NRPA to orovide direct suooort of summer
and betfore/atter school food vrograms in avoroxi-
mately 30 communities over two years,” says Jim-
my O'Connor, NRPA's senior manager of coroorate
grants. “In some cases, these grant funds have en-
abled communities to sustain theirfood service oro-
grams during the current economic decline, while
other agencies have been able to enhance their
community's orogram to include creative additions,
such as weekly fruit and vegetable tastings (many
kids in Indianawoolis recently tasted a veach for the
very first time)."”

In Oregon, the Portland Parks and Recreation
devartment—another recivient of NRPA funds
made ovossible by the V7almart Foundation—has



