
Hon. Peter Bethlenfalvy February 10th, 2023
Minister of Finance

Re: Ontario Budget 2023-24 - Advance economic recovery, invest in children’s health, and support
families by investing in school food

Dear Honourable Peter Bethlenfalvy:

This submission is written on behalf of the membership of the Ontario Chapter of the Coalition for
Healthy School Food (ON-CHSF). The ON-CHSF is a growing network of 70+ non-profit and
community-driven organizations from across the province. Our members, endorsers and supporters
include professionals from education, health, agriculture and food sectors, as well as school districts and
school community members  – many of whom deliver school breakfast, lunch, snack or other nutrition
and food literacy programs. The national Coalition for Healthy School Food consists of over 240 member
and 120 endorser organizations from every province and territory, representing the largest school food
network in Canada. Together, we are advocating for the creation of a universal cost-shared school food
program that would see all K-12 students in Canada having daily access to healthy food at school.

Request

Ontario has long been a Canada-wide leader when it comes to supporting student nutrition programs.
However, the affordability crisis and rising food costs in light of the pandemic have left student nutrition
programs feeling strained, unable to meet current and rising needs in schools.1 While the Government of
Ontario currently provides $27.9M to support student nutrition programs across the province, this
funding pot has not increased since 2014, outpacing both food prices and higher program uptake.

As the province continues to work towards pandemic recovery, the Ontario Chapter of the Coalition for
Health School Food urges the Government of Ontario to increase its annual investment and support of
student nutrition programs.

In budget 2023 we ask you to:

1. Increase the Government’s annual investment in Ontario’s Student Nutrition Program by 30%,

from $27.9 million to $36.3 million to accommodate rising food costs2 and greater demand for the

program in light of COVID. This will work towards the goal that all children and youth in Ontario can

access a healthy and culturally appropriate meal or snack, in a non-stigmatizing manner, at school

each day.

2. Include an infrastructure allocation of $3.5 million for Ontario’s student nutrition programs.

Infrastructure used by student nutrition programs, such as fridges and freezers to store fresh, whole,

2 Food prices have risen substantially since COVID began and Canada’s Food Price Report 2023 predicts that food
prices will rise another 5%-7% in the coming year, up again from 2022.

1 View recent media coverage from Toronto, Hamilton, and Ottawa.
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https://www.healthyschoolfood.ca/?gclid=Cj0KCQiA2-2eBhClARIsAGLQ2Rk4nPI-8ZxdkCp5wBfjqCZyyxcjAdM6pV9rjC0BWIUlrfkT_qq5jI0aAoBJEALw_wcB
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/london/rising-food-costs-increased-demand-put-strain-on-school-food-programs-in-london-ont-1.6573469
https://www.dal.ca/sites/agri-food/research/canada-s-food-price-report-2023.html
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/student-nutrition-breakfast-lunch-programs-ontario-1.6569524
https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-region/2022/12/23/school-food-program-tastebuds.html
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/ottawa-school-food-programs-growing-demand-1.6683038


nutritious foods, are in urgent need of repair or replacement. We ask your government to include an

investment for infrastructure in the upcoming budget so that student nutrition providers are

equipped to prepare and serve fresh, healthy foods, which will reduce reliance on pre-packaged

items.

3. Invest $5 million in innovative research-based school food program demonstration models3 to

build on the strength of current Student Nutrition Programs. Programs would include robust

research and evaluation, test out costing, inform program expansion, and uncover cost efficiencies.

4. Consult with First Nation, Inuit and Métis leadership and provide additional funding to Indigenous

Nations and communities in Ontario to advance Indigenous-led school food initiatives.

These measures would reach all regions of the province and create jobs in diverse sectors including
agriculture, food services, food manufacturing and distribution, environmentally sustainable
industries, and health, especially when local foods are served.

An increased investment in school food can lead to many positive impacts. When student nutrition
programs in Ontario have sufficient funding to deliver their programs, students and communities will
benefit:

● Research has found that well funded, universal school food programs have the potential to
increase consumption of healthy foods, and have a positive impact on academic success, mental
health, social relationships, food literacy, and a host of other well-being indicators.4

● Robust student nutrition programs can also help reduce the $5.6 billion/year in costs of
treatment and productivity losses due to nutrition-related chronic disease injuries in Ontario.

● More broadly, investing in school food helps to support the agri-food sector and local economies
through job creation and growth, helping to build resilient and sustainable food systems, support
families, and strengthen community well-being.4

● For further information on how school food aligns with Ontario’s policy priorities, see page 4.

The Ontario Chapter asks that the Ontario Government approach the Federal Government to secure
matching funds to cost-share the above requested provincial investments, including preparing to accept
matched funding from the federal government.5

There is a growing, grassroots movement for healthy school food in Ontario, and there are countless
examples of innovative and successful programs in all corners of the province. But many students are
being missed. Building off existing programs, we believe that investment in the development of

5 In December the Prime Minister tasked both Minister of Agriculture and Agri-Food Marie Claude Bibeau and
Minister of Families, Children and Social Development Karina Gould with developing a national school food
policy and working towards a national school nutritious meal program. This followed the September 2021
election platform commitment to spend $1 billion over five years to work with “provincial, territorial,
municipal, Indigenous partners and stakeholders to develop a national school food policy and work towards a
national school nutritious meal program.” The Coalition for Healthy School Food is advocating for federal
funding to be allocated in Budget 2023.

4 Hernandez, K., Engler-Stringer, R., Kirk, S., Wittman, H., & McNicholl, S. (2018). The case for a Canadian
national school food program. Canadian Food Studies, 5(3), 208-229.
https://doi.org/10.15353/cfs-rcea.v5i3.260

3 PEI’s Universal School Food Program and Farm to Cafeteria Canada’s Grants Program offer examples of models
that could be explored to build off of.
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https://www.ccohealth.ca/sites/CCOHealth/files/assets/BurdenCDReport.pdf
https://pm.gc.ca/en/mandate-letters/2021/12/16/minister-agriculture-and-agri-food-mandate-letter
https://pm.gc.ca/en/mandate-letters/2021/12/16/minister-families-children-and-social-development-mandate-letter
https://liberal.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/292/2021/09/Platform-Forward-For-Everyone.pdf
https://doi.org/10.15353/cfs-rcea.v5i3.260
https://www.peischoolfood.org/
http://www.farmtocafeteriacanada.ca/our-work/farm-to-school-grants/


universal, local, healthy school food programs across the province could help address the root of
widespread public health, educational and economic issues. Your attention to this urgent issue is
appreciated.

Yours sincerely,

Carolyn Webb Danielle Findlay

Sustain Ontario OSNP Windsor-Essex

Co-Chairs of the Ontario Chapter of the Coalition for Healthy School Food

C.C. Honourable Merrilee Fullerton, Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services

Honourable Stephen Lecce, Minister of Education

Honourable Sylvia Jones, Minister of Health

Honourable Lisa Thompson, Minister of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs

Honourable Greg Rickford, Minister of Indigenous Affairs

Honourable Kinga Surma, Minister of Infrastructure
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Further information:

Investing in school food would enable the Government of Ontario to advance the following policy
priorities:

● Health and well-being: Families struggle to feed their children whole, healthy foods for a
variety of reasons including limited family budget and working long hours. When children
attend school hungry or undernourished their energy levels, memory, problem-solving skills,
creativity, concentration, and other cognitive functions are all negatively impacted.

School food programs in the province are supported by established nutrition standards and
increase consumption of healthy food, reduce the risk of chronic disease, and improve mental
health. An evaluation of a morning meal program in the Toronto District School Board found
that students who consume a morning meal most days show at least a 10% increase in skills
such as independent academic work, initiative, conflict resolution, class participation and
problem-solving at school. School food programs can provide an excellent opportunity for
schools to put into practice the revised Canada’s Food Guide, enabling students to develop the
taste receptivity for nutritious foods, food literacy, and habits needed for a lifetime of healthy
eating. School food programs also help students feel connected and that they belong; feelings
that have been eroded during Covid-19.

● Support families at risk of food insecurity: School food programs are part of a social safety
net. Healthy, universal school food programs give children and youth access to nutritious and
safe food in a non-stigmatizing manner where they can enjoy eating in the company of their
peers. This is particularly important in light of how many families have felt the impacts of
Covid-19 and have been unable to access healthy food.

● Families and Gender Equity: School food programs can have a positive impact on families,
particularly women who invest significant time preparing food for school. Along with childcare,
this is a key component of a Gender-Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) approach to supporting
women hard hit by COVID as they return to work.

● Job creation: Preliminary research shows that school food programs can create jobs for food
service workers, local farmers and local food producers. This can lead to economic multipliers
and support stronger regional food systems (Ruetz & Fraser, 2019). Investing in school food
would support local economies, employing thousands of food service and nutrition
professionals and getting this hard-hit sector back into employment (Ruetz, Fraser, Smithers,
Haines, 2020).

● Domestic agriculture: When local food procurement targets are set and local food is served,
the local multiplier of local food purchases will impact regional food production, household
and business earnings, long-term gross domestic product, and jobs.

● Environment: A program that follows and promotes the 2019 Canada’s Food Guide would help
students develop a palate for fresh vegetables, fruit and plant proteins, consistent with a diet
that emits low amounts of greenhouse gasses. When designed with sustainability goals in
mind, school food programs can provide a strong opportunity for students to learn how to
choose local and sustainable food, how to minimize food waste, and how to compost (Powell &
Wittman, 2018).
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https://files.ontario.ca/mccss-2020-student-nutrition-program-guidelines-en-2021-11-29.pdf
https://food-guide.canada.ca/en/?utm_source=canada-ca-foodguide-en&utm_medium=vurl&utm_campaign=foodguide
https://women-gender-equality.canada.ca/en/gender-based-analysis-plus.html
https://sciencepolicy.ca/posts/national-school-food-program-a-short-term-opportunity-for-jobs-creation-and-economic-growth-2/
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/october-2020/a-national-school-food-program-should-be-part-of-ottawas-stimulus-package/
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/october-2020/a-national-school-food-program-should-be-part-of-ottawas-stimulus-package/
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/spragrhuv/v_3a35_3ay_3a2018_3ai_3a1_3ad_3a10.1007_5fs10460-017-9815-7.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/spragrhuv/v_3a35_3ay_3a2018_3ai_3a1_3ad_3a10.1007_5fs10460-017-9815-7.htm

