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Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) presents a
diverse socioeconomic and cultural landscape, with
unique nutritional challenges impacting health. School-
aged children are particularly vulnerable, facing both
undernutrition and the growing problem of overweight
and obesity. School Meal Programs (SMP) are vital
interventions to tackle these issues. This commentary
explores into LAC’s school lunch programs, addressing
the region’s nutritional challenges, discussing hurdles,
and proposing innovative solutions to rethink SMPs
(Fig. 1).

In 2022, globally, about 148.1 million children un-
der five (22.3%) suffered from stunted growth, 45
million (6.8%) experienced wasting, and 37 million
(5.6%) were overweight.! Undernutrition causes nearly
45% of deaths in this age group, primarily in low- and
middle-income countries. Key factors associated
include family income, maternal education, access to
sanitation, birth weight, breastfeeding, socioeconomic
status, healthcare access barriers, armed conflict, and
displacement.’

Within this context, School Meal Programs (SMP)
emerge as crucial tools to improve the overall well-being
of Latin American school-aged children.’ In 2022, it was
expected that 80.3 million students in LAC would
benefit from SMP. However, coverage levels across
primary schools, totaling 56 million students, vary
based on national income levels. Only eight out of
twenty nations achieve full 100 percent coverage, pre-
senting a significant opportunity to offer healthy and
sustainable diets to children and adolescents in school
environments.’

Research suggests that well-designed SMP can
enhance the nutritional outcomes of school-aged chil-
dren in lLatin America. Studies demonstrate a link
between SMP and increased consumption of nutritious
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foods like fruits, vegetables, and beans, particularly in
Brazil and Chile.** Despite notable successes, SMP in
LAC encounter various challenges, including socioeco-
nomic disparities, logistical constraints, nutritional
shifts, and policy implementation hurdles. Further-
more, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated some SMP
shortcomings and competing public health priorities,
amplifying existing gaps.°

Moreover, a challenge to highlight is the imple-
mentation and governance of SMP policies. The WHO
reported very low percentages of nutrition policies related
to the SMP across the Americas (LAC, Central, and North
America): standards for foods and beverages available in
schools at 52% of the countries, a school fruit and vege-
table scheme at 2*%, standards for the marketing of food
and non-alcoholic beverages at 16%, and a ban on
vending machines at 12% of countries.” Also, monitoring
nutritional components such as levels of critical nutrients
like protein, iron and vitamin A, as well as nonnutritive
compounds like lithium, sodium, phosphorus, and
iodine, among others, is necessary to guarantee nutri-
tional goals.® At the same time, it is imperative to increase
the consumption of whole grains, fruits, vegetables, nuts,
and seeds, as well as decrease the content and excessive
consumption of salt-sodium, added sugars and trans fats
that are unhealthy.

To bolster the effectiveness of school food programs
in LAC it's imperative to adopt innovative strategies.
The above involves integrating nutritional education
into the school curriculum, establishing sustainable
school farms with local products, and incorporating
gastronomy into SMP to enhance menu acceptance and
reduce food waste.” Community involvement ensures
cultural relevance and supports local farmers, while
technological solutions aid in addressing socioeconomic
disparities, infrastructure, and logistics, facilitating
better monitoring and data-driven decision-making.*"
Moreover, long-term initiatives for enhancing school
food programs should focus on aligning policies, raising
awareness, capacity building, and conducting research
and evaluation.’

In line with this, the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB) and World Food Program (WFP) recently
outlined six key aspects or steps for future SMP
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Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United
Nations (2023)

148.1 million children < 5 years of
age (22%) stunted,
45 million (7%) wasted,
37 million overweight (6%)

World Food Program
. (2023)
Just eight out of twenty nations

in LAC have full
SMP 100 % coverage

World Health Organization -
American Countries

* 52% of countries have standards for food.

*  24% have a school fruit and vegetable scheme.

» 16% have standards for food & beverage marketing.
* 12% have a ban on vending machines.

Factors associated with malnutrition:
family income, sanitary facilities,
breastfeeding, socioeconomic
position, etc.

One of the multisectoral solutions is
SMP

Rethinking SMP in LAC
Coverage and Quality for everyone, everywhere

Nutritional Education: Into curriculum

School farms: Integrated with local food systems
Gastronomy: Menu acceptance & less food waste
Community involvement: Intercultural approach
Technological solutions: Infrastructure, logistics, data-
driven decisions

Aligning policies: Education and Health

Advocating for awareness: Intersectoral actions
Capacity building: Implementation

Conducting research and evaluation: Best practices,
impact, evidence-based legislation, follow-up
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Fig. 1: School meal programs in Latin America. Abbreviations: LAC, Latin America and the Caribbean; SMP, School Meal Programs, source.”*:
Elements and images adapted from Servier Medical Art, provided by Servier licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Unported

License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

development including:i. Future directions of SMPs;
ii. Collaborations in LAC and opportunities; iii. Stra-
tegies to integrate SMPs to accelerate the region’s
economic, social, human growth and nutrition; iv.
How to improve the connection between schools and
local food systems; v. Approaches to improve pro-
grams resilience during emergencies; and vi. Future
outlines to guide intercultural approaches direction to
SMPs.* All these steps are essential to transform the
SMPs and involve walking through sustainable diets
for everyone.

Fulfilling Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
targeting hunger mitigation and universal food access
within the framework of SMPs is crucial for global well-
being." Enhancing quality and coverage in SMP across
LAC is essential, requiring concerted efforts to improve
nutrition, promote sustainable development, and
advance global health.
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