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The School Meal Free-for-All  
is a Bad Deal for States  

and Students 

??



K E Y  F I N D I N G S

T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E :

STATES SHOULD REFUSE THE SCAM OF  
NEAR-UNIVERSAL, TAXPAYER-FUNDED SCHOOL  

MEALS AND FOCUS ON THE TRULY NEEDY.

BIDEN BUREAUCRATS WORKED WITH 
CONGRESS TO TRANSFORM THE “TEMPORARY” 

SUMMER TAXPAYER-FUNDED LUNCH  
INITIATIVE INTO A PERMANENT PROGRAM.  

PRESIDENT BIDEN’S USDA AMBIGUOUSLY 
EXPANDED ELIGIBILITY FOR THE  

SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAM. 

FOOD STAMP BOOSTS ARE ALREADY COSTING 
TAXPAYERS BILLIONS, AND THIS GIVEAWAY  

MAKES MATTERS WORSE WHILE DOING  
NOTHING TO HELP THE TRULY NEEDY. 
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Background
The pandemic is over, but some pandemic-era programs are here to stay. When state governments 
shuttered schools during COVID-19, agencies mailed Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) cards to 
households with children who lost access to taxpayer-funded meals during the school year.1 This 
extended into the summer months in some states as part of a temporary program.2  

But beginning in summer 2024, states have the option to provide permanent food stamp benefits 
to school children year-round.3 Paired with recent bureaucratic action from President Biden’s U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), the taxpayer-funded, year-round school meal program could 
now be available to middle- and high-income students.4 This giveaway would allow students from 
middle and high-income families to depend on the government for their meals before they leave 
the nest. By dramatically lowering eligibility standards, taxpayer-funded meals would be available 
to millions of students, not just those with a true need. 

This is not about childhood hunger. This is a massive taxpayer-funded food stamp expansion for 
those who do not need it.  

THIS IS NOT ABOUT CHILDHOOD HUNGER. THIS 
IS A MASSIVE TAXPAYER-FUNDED FOOD STAMP 
EXPANSION FOR THOSE WHO DO NOT NEED IT.

Biden bureaucrats worked with Congress to 
transform the “temporary” summer taxpayer-funded 
lunch initiative into a permanent program.  
Leaders on the Left could not let a crisis go to waste. In 2021, summer benefits were added to 
the pandemic food stamp expansion, in a program called Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer 
(P-EBT), giving states the option to provide EBT cards to students during the summer months.5 
This “temporary” program began during COVID-19, though summer EBT programs have been 
piloted since 2011.6 Never mind that state governments themselves drove businesses to close 
during the pandemic, launching massive unemployment that led to instability for many families.7  

In 2021, summer benefits were added to the 
pandemic food stamp expansion, in a program 

called Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer 
(P-EBT), giving states the option to provide EBT 
cards to students during the summer months.
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Bureaucrats ironically stepped in, claiming to be magnanimous, but in reality, they sought to 
expand the program to those without a true need. President Biden’s Deputy Under Secretary for 
USDA’s Food, Nutrition, and Consumer Services Stacy Dean said of Summer EBT, “help is here 
for financially stressed families trying to put food on the table.”8 Ms. Dean has a long history of 
pushing proposals to increase food stamp benefits and expand welfare.9 Unfortunately, Summer 
EBT is no exception and will not benefit those in true need.

BUREAUCRATS IRONICALLY STEPPED IN, CLAIMING TO 
BE MAGNANIMOUS, BUT IN REALITY, THEY SOUGHT TO 

EXPAND THE PROGRAM TO THOSE WITHOUT A TRUE NEED.

In 2022, Biden bureaucrats worked with Congress to expand welfare and make this temporary 
pandemic food stamp program permanent.10 Beginning in summer 2024, students will have access 
to taxpayer-funded meals year-round.11 Anyone who is directly certified for a free school lunch, is 
within state or federal food stamp income limits, or is categorically eligible, will qualify for taxpayer-
funded meals during the summer months.12 However, with the new Community Eligibility Provision 
(CEP) threshold, explained below, eligibility could be hugely expanded. States were required to opt 
in to Summer EBT by January 1, 2024, though some have been welcomed into the program after 
that date, and they must notify USDA each year that they wish to renew the program.13  

The “temporary” P-EBT program used unfettered CEP standards to determine eligibility, sending 
EBT cards to students without application and regardless of income. In other words, students at 
CEP-eligible schools were automatically mailed EBT cards, even if their households were not on 
food stamps. This is President Biden’s hope for the new, permanent Summer EBT program.   

Though the new Summer EBT program does not currently allow full-throated use of those  
standards, USDA has signaled its intent to expand eligibility—similar to that of P-EBT.14 President 
Biden’s USDA is seeking public feedback on the challenges of administering Summer EBT 
applications, signaling a desire to get rid of the application requirement.15  

 

THE “TEMPORARY” P-EBT PROGRAM USED UNFETTERED 
CEP STANDARDS TO DETERMINE ELIGIBILITY, SENDING 

EBT CARDS TO STUDENTS WITHOUT APPLICATION  
AND REGARDLESS OF INCOME.

Making matters worse, the Summer EBT program has virtually no verification requirements. 
Agencies are to perform post-enrollment verifications on just three percent of applications, 
chosen at random.16 Moreover, penalties for fraud are nearly non-existent. If a student receiving 
benefits is determined to be ineligible, future benefits will simply stop. For a state that issues 
lump-sum summer payments, this means there will be no clawback of those taxpayer funds.17 
Unfortunately, school meal programs have historically suffered from improper payments. But 
rather than rein in the abuse, USDA simply changes how it counts and defines errors.18 
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Thankfully, state participation in Summer EBT is voluntary, and some states have chosen fiscal 
sanity by refusing to expand government dependency.

 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture and *Note: Data current as of February 18, 2024
13 STATES HAVE NOT OPTED INTO SUMMER EBT*

NOT OPTED INTO SUMMER EBT
OPTED INTO SUMMER EBT

 
Moreover, it is not as if truly needy, low-income families have no food benefits during the summer 
months without this expansion. Those families have been and remain eligible for the traditional 
food stamp benefit, which is nearly $1,000 per month for a family of four, a benefit President 
Biden unlawfully increased by 27 percent.19-20 

With Summer EBT, Americans will foot the bill for a “free lunch” for students year-round. As 
Milton Friedman famously said, “there is no such thing as a free lunch.”21 Government programs 
are always costly to taxpayers. The Biden administration takes credit in the near term for being 
supposedly benevolent, but the bill plus inflation will fall on taxpayers.   

Originally intended for low-income students, this may no longer be the case due to a massive 
expansion, specifically changing the CEP threshold, allowing more students to become eligible if a 
certain percentage of students in their school qualify. Under the new CEP standards, nearly three-
quarters of public school students are now eligible for taxpayer-funded meals.22

 

UNDER THE NEW CEP STANDARDS, NEARLY  
THREE-QUARTERS OF PUBLIC SCHOOL STUDENTS  

ARE NOW ELIGIBLE FOR TAXPAYER-FUNDED MEALS
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Biden’s USDA ambiguously expanded eligibility for 
the school meal program. 
Dubiously close to the onset of the permanent Summer EBT program, a new USDA rule lowered 
eligibility standards for the taxpayer-funded school meal program.23 This is the latest reincarnation 
of a provision from President Biden’s disastrous Build Back Better plan, which was rejected by 
Congress.24 

USDA amended the CEP by lowering the minimum identified student percentage (ISP) from 40 
percent to 25 percent.25 This means that if 25 percent of students in a school qualify for a taxpayer-
funded school meal, all enrolled students can receive a taxpayer-funded school meal. Previously, 40 
percent of students in a school needed to qualify for every student at a school to become eligible.26  

The CEP is a “reimbursement alternative” that supposedly reduces the administrative burden on 
schools by allowing schools to skip collecting household income applications. Students that are 
directly certified for a taxpayer-funded meal through food stamps, for example, are “identified 
students.” With the new, lower threshold of 25 percent, an entire school is eligible to participate, 
and receive taxpayer-funded meals, if 25 percent of students are “identified students.”27  

Instead of collecting applications from families and accepting reimbursement according to that 
number, CEP schools are reimbursed by a federal funding formula. CEP was intended for schools 
in low-income areas.28-29 But CEP, especially at this scale, absolves schools and state agencies of any 
responsibility to ensure only eligible students receive taxpayer-funded meals. This ambiguously low 
standard allows high-income students to receive meals on the taxpayers’ dime.   

In the 2022-23 school year, before the recent expansion, 49,080 schools were eligible through CEP.30 
The number of schools participating in community eligibility has already increased dramatically, 
more than doubling from 2015 to 2022.31 Over the 2022-23 school year alone, the number increased 
by more than 20 percent.32  

Student-wise, nearly 20 million students attended a school in the 2022-23 school year that 
adopted community eligibility, more than doubling the number of students enrolled in a CEP 
school just six years prior.33 

 

STUDENTS IN CEP SCHOOLS HAVE MORE THAN DOUBLED IN SIX YEARS. 

SY 2016-17 9.7 MILLION

SY 2022-23 19.9 MILLION
Source: Food Research & Action Center 
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There are more than 49 million public school students total in the United 
States.34 Nearly half, 49 percent, of students are already eligible for a 
taxpayer-funded lunch.35 But under the new rule, nearly three-quarters 
or 72 percent of students will now be eligible.36 Roughly 3,000 additional 
school districts will be eligible.37 With the change, more than 35 million 
students would be eligible for taxpayer-funded meals.38 The share of 
schools eligible for CEP would increase by at least 24 percentage points.39 
And in some states, it would more than double the number of schools 
eligible for CEP.40 Because students from low-income homes are already 
eligible to receive taxpayer-funded meals, it is wealthy kids who will 
benefit from this change.  

USDA largely ignores the cost of this massive giveaway, which 
would be considerable.41 USDA claims that the Office of Management 
and Budget reviewed their proposal and found it “not significant.”42 They 
explain that the 25 percent number is based on “operational factors,” but 
those factors are neither specified nor made public.43

Schools are reimbursed for meals according to a formula that multiplies the ISP by 1.6. A school with 
an ISP of 30 percent, for example, will be reimbursed by the federal government for 48 percent of their 
meals.44 State or local governments would have to come up with the remaining funds.  

Not all schools that are eligible for the new CEP threshold will adopt it. Some schools will be eligible, 
but will necessarily have to rely on state or local funds if they choose to opt in. Otherwise, the move to 
expand eligibility will “not be financially viable for many schools,” USDA admits.45 Any cost above the 
federal assistance level must be paid for with “non-Federal funds.”46 Moreover, eight states have already 
made universal school meals an option through action at the state level.47 The new CEP threshold could 
allow schools in these states to capture additional federal funds, yet states would still be on the hook 
for funding that exceeds the reimbursement formula.48  

 

 

Otherwise, the move to expand eligibility will 
“not be financially viable for many schools,” USDA 

admits. Any cost above the federal assistance  
level must be paid for with “non-Federal funds.”

Food stamp boosts are already costing taxpayers 
billions. This giveaway makes matters worse and 
does nothing to help the truly needy. 
The Biden administration continues to forge ahead to expand welfare. This is massive taxpayer 
subsidization of meals for those who do not need it. The push to make Summer EBT permanent 
and ambiguously lower eligibility standards is more of the same from the rogue Biden USDA.  

USDA  
AMBIGUOUSLY 

CHOOSES  
NEW ELIGIBILITY 

THRESHOLD  
FOR UNIVERSAL  

FREE MEALS
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This administration wants Americans to think it has a magic wand, and that this is about ending 
child hunger and solving administrative duplication. But this is more of the same tactics the Left 
uses to increase government dependency. USDA officials have driven dramatic increases in food 
stamp spending and enrollment:

	� Monthly spending on food stamps has more than doubled between 2019 and 2022.49 
	� Food stamps cost more than $119 billion in 2022, up from $60 billion in 2019.50 
	� Food stamp recipients got a 27 percent raise last year, by an illegal move.51-52 
	� Enrollment has more than doubled since 2000, boosting dependency.53    

In 2021, the Biden administration sidestepped Congress and rushed through the largest permanent 
increase in food stamp program history.54 USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service has expanded 
loopholes that render eligibility standards meaningless.55 In the same way, this giveaway diverts 
resources from the truly needy, and neuters eligibility standards. Federal spending on Child 
Nutrition Programs has already exploded. And the new changes will fuel more spending. 

 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture
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The cost of these actions is not merely financial. The truly needy already qualify for taxpayer-
funded school meals. Normalizing EBT cards for all students is not good policy. And encouraging 
dependency is antithetical to the hard work that fosters prosperity, beyond just financial prosperity. 
Government handouts to those not in need do a disservice to the truly needy.  

If these programs have no bounds, there is no way they can continue to help the truly needy. 

THE BOTTOM LINE: States should refuse the scam of 
near-universal, taxpayer-funded school meals and focus 
on the truly needy.
For the Left, a universal school meal program is the goal.56 The lower eligibility standards and 
permanent Summer EBT is a roundabout way toward the same desired result.  

The actions by Biden’s USDA reveal a desire to expand food stamps beyond those with a true need. 
Young Americans accustomed to “free” meals at school, regardless of their household income, will 
become conditioned to “free” food stamps as adults.  

The 13 states that did not opt in should be applauded for not expanding welfare.57 These states 
should continue to refuse to opt into more welfare. 

The 13 states that did not opt in should be  
applauded for not expanding welfare. These  

states should continue to refuse to  
opt into more welfare. 

States are required to submit an annual plan for approval for their Summer EBT programs.58 The 
37 states that have already settled for this bad deal should not move forward with future plans.59 
States should not be encouraging dependency, especially to those with no real need.  

The Biden administration would have states believe that there is such thing as a free lunch. States 
should see this offer for what it is: a massive welfare expansion that does nothing to benefit the 
truly needy. Summer EBT is a bad deal for states, and a worse deal for students, who will 
eventually foot the bill for this unsustainable spending.
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