The Honorable Debbie Stabenow

Chair

Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, & Forestry
United States Senate

The Honorable John Boozman

Ranking Member

Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, & Forestry
United States Senate

The Honorable GT Thompson
Chair

House Committee on Agriculture
United States House

The Honorable David Scott
Ranking Member

House Committee on Agriculture
United States House

Dear Chairs and Ranking Members,

The undersigned organizations strongly urge you to oppose S.1957, the Whole Milk for Healthy
Kids Act of 2023, which is also included within the House Farm Bill and Senate Republican
Farm Bill framework. As either a standalone bill or as part of the 2024 Farm Bill, this legislation
would allow school meals to offer full-fat (whole) and reduced-fat flavored and unflavored milk,
and arbitrarily exempt full-fat and reduced-fat milk from current saturated fat limits in school
meals, both of which are inconsistent with the recommendations of the 2020-2025 Dietary
Guidelines for Americans (DGAS).

School meal standards, by law, must be aligned with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans,
which are reviewed and revised every five years. The DGAs recommend full-fat (whole) milk
only for children under the age of two, and fat-free and low-fat milk after that. In addition, the
DGAs recommend saturated fat should account for less than 10 percent of calories per day.! As
such, both the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP)
meal patterns allow only fat-free and low-fat milk and require that less than 10 percent of
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calories in the meal come from saturated fat over the week.22 Earlier this year, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) finalized updates to the school nutrition standards to more
closely align with the 2020-2025 DGAs, which did not change the saturated fat limit nor increase
the milkfat allowed to be served in school meals. Singling out milk—in this case, whole and
reduced-fat milk—to be exempt from the recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines is a
slippery slope for allowing special interests to carve out exemptions in school meal program
rules. Allowing the change in the service of whole and reduced -fat milk will negate the progress
that has been made in the planning and service of healthier foods to children in schools.

Milk contains nutrients of concern, such as vitamin D and calcium. However, unlike fat-free and
low-fat milk, full-fat milk contains too much saturated fat to be part of a healthy food pattern.
According to USDA data, one cup of whole milk contains around 4.5 grams of saturated fat.
Full fat milk is so high in saturated fat that the government prohibits its labels from claiming that
calcium can reduce the risk of osteoporosis; fat-free and low-fat milk, however, can make these
claims.®> By allowing full-fat milk in lunch and adjusting saturated fat allowances accordingly,
this Farm Bill/S.1957 would allow an additional 4.5 grams of saturated fat daily in school meals
beyond the science-based limit that is currently in place.

School meal nutrition standards were strengthened significantly in 2012, and again this year.
These updates have been an overwhelming success, particularly for children who are part of
households with fewer financial resources.® A 2021 study found that school meals are the single
most healthy source of nutrition for children—more nutritious than grocery stores, restaurants,
worksites, and others.” Yet even with the current nutrition standards that limit saturated fat in
school meals, most children, on average, still consume more saturated fat than is recommended.
According to the DGA, more than 80 percent of children ages 5-8 years, more than 85 percent of
youth ages 9-13, and over 75 percent of youth ages 14-18 consume too much saturated fat.®
Allowing full-fat milk in schools would only worsen this problem.

The fat content of school milk is neither the cause nor the solution to the decades-long decline in
fluid milk consumption in the United States and the struggles of the dairy industry. According to
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a 2013 Economic Research Service (ERS) report, younger generations consume less milk than
preceding generations, but this trend is not exclusive to schoolchildren.® According to the ERS
economists, “individuals born in the 1970s, for example, drank less milk in their teens, 20s, and
30s than individuals born in the 1960s did at the same age points. Those born in the 1980s and
1990s, in turn, appear likely to consume even less fluid milk in their adulthood than those born in
the 1970s.” Rather than acknowledging the fact that 36 percent of Americans experience lactose
malabsorption, (with African Americans, Asian Americans, Native Americans, and
Hispanics/Latinos experiencing at higher rates than non-Hispanic White Americans)'?, S.1957
perpetuates the cumbersome requirement that students must obtain a doctor’s note documenting
a disability to receive a substitute for fluid milk, while arbitrarily increasing access to the less-
healthy full-fat milk.

We thank you for your attention to this matter. Passing S.1957 separately or through the 2024
Farm Bill would be a departure from the long-standing tradition of establishing food and
nutrition standards for federal child nutrition programs based upon the findings of independent
reviewers and the scientific community. There are evidence-based strategies to increase school
meal consumption — and by extension, potentially school milk consumption — that do not involve
weakening nutrition standards. Changes to school nutrition standards should be guided by the
Dietary Guidelines, not special interests, and as such, we strongly urge you to put children’s
interests first and uphold the science-based process and oppose the Whole Milk for Healthy Kids
Act of 2023 and its inclusion in the Farm Bill text/framework. Our children deserve no less.

Sincerely,

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics
Advocates for Better Children's Diets
American Academy of Pediatrics
American Heart Association

American Public Health Association
Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago
Balanced

Center for Biological Diversity

Center for Science in the Public Interest
Chef Ann Foundation

Community Food Advocates
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Friends of the Earth

Healthy Food America

Healthy Schools Campaign

Life Time Foundation

LunchAssist

National Association of Pediatric Nurse Practitioners
National WIC Association

Partnership for a Healthier America

Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine
Public Health Institute

Society of Behavioral Medicine

Sweet Pea Plant-Based Kitchen

UConn Rudd Center for Food Policy and Health
Wellness in the Schools



