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History of the Summer Food Service Program 
 

The Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) began in 1968 as the “Special Food Service 
Program for Children” as a pilot program; by 1969 the program served 100,000 children in 
one thousand sites across the nation. Along with other nutritionally focused programs, such 
as Woman, Infants and Children and the Food Stamp Program, SFSP is housed under the 
Food and Nutrition Service agency which is part of the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA).1 This is important because many nutrition assistance programs are 
regarded as welfare, when in fact they not. Besides SFSP there are two other summer lunch 
programs -- the National School Lunch Programs and the Summer Seamless Options. 
These two programs are available to schools that are year-round or operate summer 
schools. SFSP is not restricted to school sites, it is offered through sports programs, camps, 
private non-profits, local government and schools. (When discussing the numbers specific 
to Alameda County, we will combine the Summer Seamless Option participants with the 
SFSP participants.)  
 
 
The Nation-wide Growth and Decline 
 
Since the late 1960’s the program has grown steadily—2.2 million meals were served in 
1968 whereas 116.1 million meals were served in 2006. Although participation still 
remains high, the numbers of participants have been slowly declining since the late 
nineties. 1 In Alameda County it is estimated that 85 percent of SFSP eligible children are 
not participating in the program, compared to 29 percent of eligible children not 

participating in the National School Lunch 
Program. 2 One reason for low participation 
in SFSP is a lack of awareness about this 
vital nutrition support opportunity.  
 
According to a USDA study released in 
February, 2006, among non-participating 
children’s parents: 1 

�  More than half did not know about 
the program 

�  Most households were among the 
moderate to severe food insecure 

�  40% participated in non-SFSP 
programs  

�  96% thought these programs were necessary in order to feed their children lunch 
during the summer 

 
Among participating children’s parents: 

�  91% depended on summer program to provide lunch to their children. 



California, Just a Notch Above the Rest 
 
According to the California Food Policy Advocates, although California is slightly above 
the national average for summer meal participation, summer nutrition programs only reach 
30 percent of all eligible children.2 Children and families who are already vulnerable to 
hunger are more challenged during the summer when they are not able to access school 
breakfast, lunch or snacks. The USDA Economic Research Service study released a 
statistical model that concluded “increasing participation in the summer meals program to 
a rate of 54 percent – meaning that 54 percent of the low-income students who participated 
in the school lunch program also participated in the summer meal programs- would 
eliminate the seasonal difference in food insecurity rates.” Children who access the 
summer meals receive healthy meals, which helps prevent chronic health problems such as 
obesity and diabetes. 1  

 
The Summer Lunch Program in Alameda County: Gaps in the Safety Net? 
 
Acknowledging Gaps 
 

Every summer, sixty-six thousand (65,919) low-income Alameda County children miss out 
on free nutritious meals. 3 Despite federal, state and local government’s acknowledgement 
of this desperate problem, tomorrow’s leaders are going hungry. Nutritious meals allow 
children to grow both physically and cognitively throughout the summer. When children 
lack healthy foods, both they and their communities suffer. Neighborhood nutrition sites 
struggle to maintain vital funding and 
support so that they do not close down 
halfway throughout the summer, forced 
to abandon programs which keep 
children coming back. Due to lack of 
funding, 21,000 less meals were served 
by the city of Oakland and the Oakland 
Unified School District in 2006 than in 
2005.  
 
Holding the Safety Net Together 
 

For the last four years Senator Don 
Perata’s office has spearheaded a task force that includes the City of Oakland, Oakland 
Unified School District, AT&T and the Alameda County Community Food Bank to 
combat low participation rates. Task force efforts have included hosting promotional days, 
poster distribution targeting communities and speaking to state and local lawmakers. To 
increase visibility, an inviting, kid-friendly logo was created for print materials, stickers, 
Frisbees, footballs and tee-shirts. The Food Bank also operates a toll-free summer lunch 



phone number for community members to call to locate a nearby summer lunch site. This 
phone number is also placed on all of our kid-friendly summer lunch materials as well. 
  
During the summer of 2006, two groups (staff from the Alameda County Community Food 
Bank and from Senator pro Tem Don Perata’s office) aggressively targeted specific 
neighborhoods in Oakland (in zip codes 94601, 94606, 94607, 94602 and 94612) with 
fliers and posters that included contact information and addresses for local summer lunch 
sites. Both posters and fliers were printed in an English/Spanish format and also Chinese 
and Vietnamese. Five thousand English/Spanish fliers were distributed by the Food Bank 
and two thousand multi-language fliers were distributed.  
 
The Food Bank, along with Martin Luther King Jr. Elementary School, hosted a Summer 
Lunch Fun Day on July 19. The school is a prominent summer lunch site in the 94607 zip 
code. Activities included a visit from Channel 20’s Fan Van, the “Eat Five a Day” prize 

wheel (with nectarines as the prize), 
decoration of a summer lunch barrel and 
distribution of goodie bags containing the 
aforementioned summer lunch memorabilia.  
This outreach works; when Food Bank staff 
analyzed phone referrals to West Oakland, 
the two highest recorded days were July 19 
and 20 with the majority of the calls from 
94607.  
 
In September of 2006, the Food Bank 

hosted a summer lunch focus group. Participants included Food Bank agencies that hosted 
a summer lunch site. Although many of the questions were specific to the Food Bank’s 
outreach efforts, some addressed broader issues. When asked about sufficiency of sites, all 
participants agreed there was a need for more sites. Most agencies acknowledged that there 
were not enough sites in their specific area to feed eligible children. Participants indicated 
East Oakland, West Oakland and Lockwood neighborhoods as in need of more sites. 
Participants also suggested that an increase in communication (reminders of services and 
email contact info) from the Food Bank would be helpful to them. Lastly, participants 
asked for more varied and kid-friendly food choices to accommodate dietary needs related 
to health and religion.  
 
Despite the drop in meals served throughout Oakland, the Food Bank had an 80% increase 
in phone referrals to meal sites over 2005. Although the Food Bank’s referrals are 
reflective of the entire county, many calls came from families in Oakland. For example, the 
helpline referred 67 children to sites in 94612 zip code, although there was only one site in 
that area. More sites are needed in several areas; the chart on the next page  reflects the top 
5 zipcodes with the greatest need and fewest sites: 
 



Zip Code City  # of Sites # of Children 
referred by 
Food Bank 

County 
Supervisor 
District  

94546 Castro Valley 
(Hayward) 

0 85 4 

94612 Oakland 1 67 4 
94536 Fremont 0 47 1 
94502 Alameda 0 34 3 
94538 Fremont 0 33 1 
 
Moving Forward 
 

Members of the task force acknowledge that the problem of low-participation is two-fold: 
there are not enough sites and there are a low number of meals served. In order to help 
resolve this problem, the Food Bank has committed to increase the sites available on their 
Helpline by 10%; to distribute posters to two more zip code areas and to invite five more 
sites to the focus group meeting in September for review of the program. The task force 
has also made a commitment to monitor the program at the city level and to participate in 
city-wide outreach efforts.  
 
These efforts will be exponentially more 
successful if city and county officials openly 
acknowledge the importance of summer lunch in 
their communities. They can offer incentives to 
their schools and community programs for 
hosting summer lunch sites, pressure state and 
federal governments for adequate funding and 
impress on everyone the importance of the 
Summer Food Services Program. 
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