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Ravalli County Community Food Assessment  
School Food Service Survey Summary

We surveyed eight public school district Food Service Directors (FSDs) in the valley, from N to S:  Lolo Elementary – Linda Free, Florence – Cindy Jarvie, Lone Rock – Patti Calkins,  Stevensville – Paula Johnson, Victor – Maria Stover, Corvallis – Kathy Martin, Hamilton – Scott McIntosh, and Darby – Sharon Demorest.  

All except Lone Rock and Lolo are K-12 food services.  The largest district, Hamilton includes the high school, middle school, and three elementary schools, serving about 1700 students.   Lone Rock and Lolo, with just middle school and elementary, serve 288 students and 587 respectively.  Corvallis and Stevensville are similar in size, with 1400 and 1000 respectively.   Florence has 852 students enrolled and Darby and Victor have 383 and 365 respectively.    The smaller schools have at least three kitchen staff, and there are up to 15 kitchen staff for the largest school.  None of these schools have a school nutritionist. 
School Wellness Policy


The federal government has issued a mandate, through the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004 that provides the opportunity to establish standards for diet and health in our nation’s public schools.  The requirement calls for each school district to form a Wellness Committee and draft a district Wellness Policy that addresses the quality of meals served at school, the regularity of physical education, and instruction connected to diet and health. These school Wellness Policies should have gone into effect at the beginning of the school year in 2006.

Victor’s and Stevensville’s Wellness Policies are complete and posted on the school websites.  Lone Rock, Lolo, and Darby’s Wellness Policies are complete but not posted.  The other schools’ Wellness Policies were still under development at the time of this assessment.  
Lunch Program

The average daily number of meals eaten by students and staff in the school lunch programs varies from 235 (Lone Rock) to 1000 (Hamilton).    Stevensville and Florence do not have salad bars available, Corvallis and Darby have salad bars five days a week, and the other schools have salad bars, but at varying rates per week.    At least 50% and up to 88% (Lolo) of enrolled students are eating lunch at school.    Information from some of the schools indicates that around 40% to 50% of students apply for and are eligible for the free/reduced lunch.   Parents are charged .30 for breakfast and .40 for lunch in the reduced program.   Regular lunch prices at Victor are elementary: $1.50, middle and high school: $1.75, adults $3.00.   Other schools would be similar but not necessarily the same.

School Breakfast & Snack Program


All of the schools also have a breakfast program serving at various times: hot and cold cereal, milk, juice, various baked goods, fruit, eggs, cheese, and yogurt.  Victor also has a ‘Grab-n-Go’ Breakfast for all students.  Generally however, far fewer students are served breakfast than lunch.   

Only Victor, Hamilton, Lolo, and Darby offer an after-school snack program.  Victor, because they are on a four day week and the four days are somewhat longer, serves snacks to all K-5 students daily.   The snacks can include juice, energy bars, crackers, fruit, milk, grahams, cheese sticks, and veggies.   In addition, Victor has started the Mt. Food Bank Network’s ‘Back-Pack’ Program where needy families are given dry goods in the student’s backpack to take home for the weekend.
Kitchen Capacity


All of the schools prepare meals on site and do not use caterers.   The schools vary (from 20 to 60%) in the amount of the food used that is pre-prepared and ready to heat and serve.   Lone Rock, Lolo, and Victor are able to prepare and serve more than half of the meals from fresh (non-processed) food.   The amount of fresh food used varies in the other schools and was hard for the food service directors to estimate.   Florence, Hamilton and especially Victor are in need of major improvements in their kitchen facilities.    
Kitchen Facility Needs are:

Lolo:  st st counter space, food processing equip., walk-in coolers, larger cafeteria

Fl:  large sinks, more st st counters, food processing equipment, walk-in coolers, large stovetop, large oven, dry goods storage space, larger cafeteria.   





 


LR:   only larger cafeteria




 


Stevi:  large stovetop, dry goods storage space, freezer space







Victor:  large sinks, st st counters, food processing equipment, large new stovetop, large oven, dry goods storage, prep area, storage racks, additional st.st. sinks

Corv: food processing equip, walk-in cooler, larger cafeteria, storage bins


Ham:  food processing equip, large freezer, walk-in coolers, dry goods storage


Darby:  st st counter space, up-dated convection oven and a larger freezer.
Purchasing


All of the schools purchase the majority of their food from Food Services of America (FSA) usually, or Sysco.  Victor participates in the Montana Cooperative Services Co-op buying system, which is organized by the Mt. Office of Public Instruction (OPI) and uses FSA. There have been substantial increases in food prices over recent months which are straining food service budgets that were already very tight.   The food service directors may order local items if they are affordable, but they all report being very constrained by tight budgets.   The impact of higher food prices would result in the need to take one or more of the following actions:  raise prices charged to students, reduce food choices, or return to more processed, cheaper foods.    FSA is starting to carry local (Montana) products such as Wheat Montana products and Montola safflower oil.  They can warehouse and backhaul Montana goods as well.  Their center of operations is in Spokane.   This is a trucking service that is already running and could be utilized to help our efforts to transport food. 
Local Food

All but one of the schools serve at least some local food during the school year.   The most common items are fresh, local apples in the fall and some veggies purchased locally during the growing season.  Victor and Corvallis have started serving some local beef (Victor also buffalo) in the form of hamburger or roasts; and Lone Rock, Darby, and Victor use Wheat Montana flour.  Victor also has a greenhouse from which they obtain herbs and salad ingredients during a couple of the warmest months of the school year.  They all indicated interest in serving more local food.   Only Victor is active with publicizing the use of local food via a ‘Farm2School’ logo on menus and on the school website.

A majority of Darby’s food is made from scratch, including 100% of baked goods using Wheat Montana 100% whole wheat.  Darby served over $800 (in grant monies) of fresh produce monthly during the first three months of school this year and continues to serve fresh produce on a daily bases.  They encourage all students to eat fresh fruits and vegetables as there is no additional cost on these items if the students choose to eat more, and have also started using whole grains such as barley, lentils, etc.  They have four different food lines at Darby with different food choices every single lunch and two to three choices at breakfasts, all hot.
      There has been some interest expressed by parents, students, or staff about serving fresh, local food at three of the schools, (Florence, Hamilton, Victor), and this type of food is being encouraged at Victor through the school Wellness Policy.   However, most of the FSDs did not think that parents would be willing to pay a higher price for fresh, local food, although two FSDs indicated maybe some would pay a little more.   All FSDs do think that using local food would be a benefit to their food service, by having a fresher taste, being better nutritionally and thus healthier, and having better quality.  All but two FSDs indicated they would like to have a source for organic foods, and three of them would even pay more for organic foods (L.R, Corv., Victor).   

When asked what local foods they would use if they could afford them, the FSDs together listed: fruit, veggies, salad fixings, flour, meats, dairy, breads, and grains.   Four of the FSDs have been approached by a local food producer asking to sell local products.    

Convenience of ordering has been an issue with other institutions, so we asked the FSDs if they would buy local food if there were a centrally-organized local distribution system.  All but one said yes or maybe, but the price must remain close to what they could obtain directly, and it would help if the local food were delivered.   Also the food must be cleaned, bagged and be ready to use, or need very little preparation to be used, and also have a good storage life.   
Focus Group Discussion


In our Oct. ’08 Focus Group Discussion we talked about what school FSDs need from local producers.  Food must be processed somewhat, depending on the product.    Also, reliability is very important   It would be nice to use Corvallis's Mexitana Tortillas, but they have not been reliable.  And of course cost is a major factor.   Most schools do their own baking, and several are using Wheat Montana flour.   And since our growing season is when school is out for the summer, they need food to be processed for storage.

Some of the most used foods that could be locally produced:  all fresh fruits (apples, pears, peaches, plums, melons), potatoes, cheese, honey, flour, carrots, lettuce and spinach.   The most used processed foods are:  tomato sauce, canned or frozen corn, canned or frozen fruits and berries, canned dry beans, canned green beans.   Missoula schools purchase local shredded and frozen zucchini; diced, bagged, and chilled potatoes;  washed, chopped, and bagged Romaine and spinach.   They buy direct from producers, not from the Western Montana Growers Co-op. They have compiled a list of farmers that they are buying from, and some do have processing capacity.  The list is available here: http://www.growmontana.ncat.org/farm_cafe/vendor_list.php.     


Missoula District has a Farm2School Program in place.  It includes making plans with farmers and the owner of a new processing plant in Lolo, Montana Food Products, who will can or freeze local foods for storage and use through the winter.   The Missoula schools will contract with the farmer for a certain amount of produce, who will harvest and deliver to the processor.  They would like to include the Bitterroot schools in this, as the greater volume of purchases will help keep costs down overall.


Commodities form the base of the foods used in the schools because they are "free," and are based on number of student meals served each year.  FSDs have to order eight months in advance, and shipments of supplies may come in quantities of full, one-half, or one-third of an order, so much storage space is required.   The quality of these foods is an issue, and there is not enough useful information on the products ahead of time for making choices.   The milk is labeled Meadowgold, but is owned by Dean Foods, the largest dairy conglomerate in the country.  They put high fructose corn syrup in the chocolate milk, so some FSDs are not taking it any more.   
Legal Constraints to Purchasing Local Food


Regarding legal constraints to purchasing local food, the surveys indicated that this is an issue in need of research and clarification.   For meat, the source for meat (meat processor) must be federally licensed and inspected.  In the Bitterroot Valley, only Hamilton Packing and Lolo Locker are federally licensed.   For other items, (fruits and veggies), there are no hard and fast rules and the FSD must simply know the producer and know what methods he/she uses.  This is common in rural areas, less common in an urban setting.   If the FSD does not know the producer, then proof of liability insurance (usually $1 million) may be called for.   Also, the FSD may need to establish standards for grading, cleaning and packaging the product, and also criteria covering reliability or dependability, for when an order is made, the food needs to be there on time.   If producers formed a Co-op marketing network, they could get a group insurance which would be easier if they are not doing processing, just providing fresh products.  For instance, (in California), salad mix is not considered processed if the leaves are torn from the plant, not cut, and the packaging doesn’t say “ready to eat”.
Obstacles to Serving Local Food


When asked what some of the obstacles are to serving locally grown food at your school, here are the answers from the eight school FSDs in order of number of times checked.
7 -  affordability 



4 - lack of distribution system
7 -  availability 




3 - county inspection/regulations
 
6 -  quantity


               
3 - legal requirements
6 - liability/product insurance         2 - kitchen capacity    
            5- convenience
                               1 - presentation of food
                                                                      1 - facility procurement policy  
 When asked: What is needed to overcome these obstacles?  The FSDs answered: more time, more money, community support and lots of hard work.          


Benefits to Serving Local Food


When asked what some of the potential benefits are in serving locally grown food at your school the answers were:
8 - support local farmers/economy          6 - energy conservation
8 - freshness


                       6 - sustainable agriculture    
8 - builds community     
          

6 - reduced toxins  
               

8 – flavor





        6 - high quality food     
       
  

7 - stewardship of the land                       4 - variety
7 - knowing source of food  
                3 - food security





When asked if their school has implemented any strategies to persuade students to purchase healthier foods or dissuade them from purchasing unhealthy foods the answers were:  

  
Lolo:  Yes, offer choices every day


Fl:   
Yes, more salad, fresh fruit & dairy choices as well as whole grains in our store





LR:  Yes, we are a “Healthier Montana School”, includes classroom instruction   






Stevi:   Yes, have juice available to choose instead of pop, encourage drinking more milk





Victor:   Yes, have finished Wellness Policy, is on school website   


Corv:  Yes & No:  open campus is new this year



Ham:  Yes, Wellnes Policy in development



Darby:  Yes, encourage eating fresh foods

Budgets

All school FSDs are on a very tight budget.   Most schools are limited to what they bring in from a combination of:  parents who pay, federal subsidies for the free and reduced lunch program, and the federal commodities program which gives food to schools based on how many meals they have provided the previous year.  One example of a budget for a year: Victor has a budget of around $60,000 which must also pay staff, supplies, equipment repairs, power, garbage, gas, etc.   

All the schools except Lolo also have some other in-school food (and cash) source such as vending machines, snack programs, a la carte, and one school, Florence, has a cantina store.  Darby school is going through a tough time now with decreasing enrollment and less funds to work with.

School Garden/ Greenhouse


Only one school district, Hamilton, has a school garden program, with a large community and school garden behind Daly Elementary and a garden at Grantsdale Elementary for K-5th grades, with Ria Overholt as the coordinator, helped by other volunteers.  The Daly Elementary garden is ¾ acre with 4 raised beds.  Subjects that are integrated into the garden education at Daly and Grantsdale are literature, art, and health.   Vegetables, herbs, and flowers are all grown.  

Stevensville also has a Future Farmers of America club which has various projects. Darby and Lone Rock have garden plots but they are not currently in use.   The Lone Rock teachers have expressed interest in starting a school garden again.   
 


Victor has a school greenhouse that is in use and supplies the food service with lettuce, peas, spinach, and herbs which are used in the salad bar a couple of months in the year during growing conditions.  Classroom science lessons sometimes use the greenhouse.  

Darby has a greenhouse also, but it is currently not in use. Darby personnel have every intention of using their greenhouse and gardens in the near future.  They have been blessed with local gardeners sharing their fresh produce and herbs and even had a student bring in her prize winning cabbage, weighing over 12 pounds to make slaw for the entire school.
Food, Nutrition, and Agricultural Education


What used to be called ‘Home Economics’ is now called Family and Consumer Science and is taught in the high schools.   Some nutrition education is included in the curriculums.   Victor also uses a curriculum from called ‘CATCH’ (Coordinated Approach to Child Health) for K-5.   Nutrition education may be taught at various times by a school nurse, a health teacher, the Consumer Science teacher or even the FSD.  Maria Stover at Victor is certified to teach culinary arts.  Corvallis, Hamilton and Victor have had visiting speakers in the classrooms to talk about food, nutrition, and agriculture.   Some cooking classes are also offered at Victor and Corvallis.  


Darby encourages not only eating fresh but also wholesome, unprocessed food.  They had an "Eat Fresh" night where they had over 200 gather to learn how to prepare fresh uncooked foods, learn about different fresh produce items and the benefits of eating fresh fruits and vegetables (even edible flowers!), and have had several guest speakers come, including Laura Garber (local gardener), Janel Myers (nutrition specialist), Paul Cohen (culinary arts instruction & nutrition counselor).   Many of the school kitchen staff persons consider themselves nutrition educators as they strive to make the most of fresh, wholesome ingredients and to educate students on the importance of healthy, unprocessed foods.
Farm Tours


All of the schools send their 4th grade students to the annual Farm Day that is now being held at the Fairgrounds.  Also, Corvallis and Hamilton districts have organized farm tours for elementary students, taking them to orchards, a dairy, and a vegetable producing farm.  Darby elementary levels have organized field trips to various local farms yearly.   A list of local farms that offer tours would be useful to all of the schools.
Waste

Food waste is handled in a variety of ways by the schools.   Some is composted (Grantsdale); some given to pigs, but most, it appears is thrown in the trash.   There are recycling programs for various items:  

Fl: 
plastic bags, paper, cardboard

Corv:   paper


LR:
cardboard, newspaper, aluminum

Ham:   paper and cans

Stevi: all paper goods 




Darby:   None 


Victor:  cardboard, white paper, aluminum  

Conclusion:


All of the school FSDs are working to increase participation, improve the quality and presentation of the food, and to offer more choices.   They would like to have more information on the choices, prices and availability of local food, and of course, they need more funding and flexibility in funding to make local purchases.    Also, most would like to see better state and federal policy supporting healthier food systems, better information about the federal commodity foods that they are forced to use, and generally more education about healthy eating brought to the community at large.   They support the School Wellness Programs and would like to see more teacher, school board and parental support and encouragement for the wellness program and healthy foods.
Community Food Security means that…

… all people in the community at all times have access to

safe, healthy, and affordable food through a sustainable food system.
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