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Nourishing New York’s Children and Farmers 
Sustaining Universal Meals and Strengthening the NY 30% Incentive Program 

Background 

New York has made historic progress in ensuring every child has access to healthy, nutritious 
school meals. Through Universal School Meals, students across the state can participate without 
stigma, administrative barriers have been reduced for schools, and families experience greater food 
security. At the same time, the NY 30% Incentive Program has expanded opportunities for schools 
to purchase New York–grown food, creating stable markets for farmers while supporting student 
health and learning.  

Together, these policies represent a powerful investment in children, schools, and New York’s 
agricultural economy. 

The Challenge 

Despite this progress, structural and fiscal challenges threaten the long-term sustainability and 
growth of these programs: 

• Rising food, labor, and transportation costs have significantly reduced the purchasing
power of existing reimbursements.

• The current structure of the NY 30% Incentive Program creates barriers to entry for new
School Food Authorities (SFAs) and exposes current participants to financial risk during
program changes.

• Excluding breakfast from the 30% calculation fails to reflect the full scope of school meal
operations and limits equitable participation.

• Without program updates, schools face instability and New York farmers lose opportunities
for expanded local markets.

The Solution 

1. Maintain Universal School Meals in the 2026–27 State Budget
Universal School Meals are foundational to student well-being and educational success. Continued 
funding will: 

• Guarantee uninterrupted access to nutritious meals for all students.
• Eliminate unpaid meal debt and reduce administrative burden for schools.
• Improve student health, food security, attendance, and academic readiness.

2. Modernize and Strengthen the NY 30% Incentive Program
New York should adopt a revised framework that prioritizes simplicity, administrative feasibility, 
and stability while expanding access and strengthening the state’s agricultural economy. 



Proposed Framework: 
• Include Breakfast Purchases 

Include National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) 
purchases in the NY 30% Incentive Program calculation, recognizing the full scope of school 
meal service and expanding equitable access to program benefits. 

• Reimbursement Modernization 
Increase program reimbursement from $0.19 to $0.30 per lunch, with annual CPI indexing 
of 1.5% for five years, ensuring the incentive keeps pace with rising costs and remains 
meaningful over time. 

• Lower-Threshold Onboarding Year 
Allow new School Food Authorities to enter the program at a reduced local purchasing 
threshold of 25–29% for one year, supported by a $0.25 per lunch reimbursement, enabling 
schools to build capacity and supplier relationships while working toward full participation. 

• Hold Harmless Protection 
Establish a three-year hold harmless period to protect current participating SFAs from 
losing program eligibility as the initiative is updated to include breakfast purchases and 
revised calculations. 

• Separate and Stable Funding 
Ensure NY 30% Incentive funding is distinct from other existing state meal 
reimbursements, preserving transparency, accountability, and program integrity. 

 
This revised structure reduces administrative burden, encourages participation, protects existing 
programs, and strengthens markets for New York farmers. 
 

 
The Impact 
 
By sustaining Universal School Meals and modernizing the NY 30% Incentive Program, New York 
can: 

• Ensure equitable access to nutritious meals for all children. 
• Provide financial stability and predictability for school food programs. 
• Expand demand for New York–grown food and support the state’s agricultural economy. 
• Promote long-term student health, academic achievement, and food security. 

 

 
Our Call to Action 
 
We urge state policymakers to: 

• Fully fund Universal School Meals in the 2026–27 budget. 
• Modernize the NY 30% Incentive Program by adopting a strengthened reimbursement 

structure that includes breakfast, protects current participants, supports new entrants, and 
ensures long-term sustainability. 

 
These fiscally responsible investments will strengthen schools, support farmers, and ensure New 
York’s children are nourished and ready to learn—today and in the years ahead. 


