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Summer food program for youths begins, with more than 2,500 sites
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State Education Commissioner Betty Rosa said the summer food program "helps students return to school in the fall ready to learn, grow, and
thrive." Credit: Hans Pennink
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ALBANY — The state’s summer food service program begins this month to provide free meals to 400,000 youths
from low-income homes, including 71,500 on Long Island, but officials are concerned that federal funding could

shrink as the need rises.

On Monday the state Education Department announced that the summer program will provide nearly 2,500 sites
for youths 18 years old and younger to eat or pick up free meals. The sites are at parks, pools, libraries, camps,

schools and community centers.

More than 20 million meals are expected to be provided under the federally funded program, which is administered

by the state Education Department.
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President Donald Trump and the Republican-led Congress have reduced funding for some food programs for the
poor and working poor, but Diane Pratt-Heavner of the national School Nutrition Association said in an interview

that the cuts don’t appear to have an immediate or direct impact on this year’s summer meals.

The federal budget cuts several programs that could impact the summer meals indirectly, she said, and the group is

still analyzing the new budget.
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A state spokesman didn’t immediately respond to a request for comment.
The Summer Food Service Program extends the free meals programs for students during the school year.

"Our responsibility to New York state’s students does not end when the final school bell rings," state Education
Commissioner Betty A. Rosa said in a statement. "Providing free, nutritious meals during the summer fuels bodies
and minds, and helps students return to school in the fall ready to learn, grow, and thrive."

The program begins as more New York families are experiencing "food insecurity," or a concern over where the next

meals will come from, according to the Alliance for a Hunger Free New York.

"We are past of point of hunger being a short-term emergency,' said Natasha Pernicka of The Alliance for a Hunger

Free New York. "Not having enough nutritious food to eat is crippling people through chronic health conditions."
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A lack of food also hurts school performance and forces families to choose between paying for food or medication
and household bills, Pernicka said in a written statement.

On Long Island, nearly 71,500 children face anxiety and uncertainty over hunger, according to Long Island Cares,

which provides summer meals. The distribution sites can be searched by ZIP code through the U.S. Department of

Agriculture website.
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"When school ends, so do the free or reduced-price school meals many families rely on," Long Island Cares stated.
"Without them, children face a long summer without consistent nutrition — and their parents, many working full-

time jobs, are left to stretch already-thin budgets."

The Summer EBT Program, part of the federal Electronic Benefits Transfer card system, provides $120 worth of
food benefits to eligible school children when school is out of session. Most eligible youths will receive Summer EBT

benefits automatically, but some families may need to reapply.

Applications are provided on the website of the state’s Office of Temporary and Disability

Assistance. https://otda.ny.gov/programs/summer-ebt/. There will be no overt identification, such as a check on

immigration status, for a child to receive a meal, according to the state Education Department.
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By Michael Gormley
michael.gormley@newsday.com X@GormleyAlbany

Michael Gormley has worked for Newsday since 2013, covering state government, politics and issues. He has
covered Albany since 2001.
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