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Overview

Insights on What We Have Learned from the Pandemic

The school closures of the pandemic have caused major, long-term harm in all countries.

The Global Food Crisis is making recovery more difficult, and even more necessary.

Recovery of the education system and investment in young people is crucial for the future of this generation
and the Wealth of Nations.

The well-being, education and development of young people during the first 8,000 days of life are crucial for
the economic and social future of all countries, whether high- or low-income countries.

Insights on the Design and Benefits of Programmes

Benefits for education: more children go to school, and they learn better while there.

Benefits for health and nutrition: children and young people enjoy better well-being and learning, and
establish life-long health and dietary practices which promote their well-being, productivity and longevity
as adults.

Benefits for social protection: national school meals programmes are among the most extensive and effective
safety nets in the world.

Benefits for diet and food systems: promoting healthy diets, providing stable markets, and encouraging
agricultural practices that support biodiversity, food sovereignty and climatic resilience.

Insights from National Programmes

National school meals programmes are exceptionally good examples of self-reliance: they are almost entirely
supported by domestic funds.

Graduation to middle-income status presents a key opportunity for the transition to self-reliance.

There are 73 million especially vulnerable children that have never been reached by school meals
programmes.

The pandemic has affected every child on earth, and rebuilding requires action at the same enormous scale
as the challenge.

Translating Insights into Policy
1

Recognize that the well-being of the learner is essential to educational attainment, and prioritize national
school meal programmes and complementary school health interventions as essential counterparts to
educational investments, especially at the SDG Summit 2023 and at the Summit for the Future 2024;
Scale-up and extend the coverage of national programmes to ensure that these safety nets are in place to
protect all vulnerable school children as an essential response to the Global Food Crisis;

Strengthen monitoring of the school health agenda by working with UNESCO to ensure that school meal and
complementary school health programmes are included explicitly in the SDG4 framework; and

Encourage a more robust donor response to match the substantial domestic commitments already being
made by governments, especially a dialogue with international financing institutions IFIs to generate a
financing response for the most needed and most at-risk programmes in low-income countries.
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The Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition was launched as a global initiative in 2021 to
provide independent, evidence-based guidance to the more than 70 member states of the School Meals
Coalition as they recover from the COVID-19 pandemic and rebuild the health, education and future of
their schoolchildren and adolescents.

For the last 12 months researchers from across the world have co-created global Communities of
Practice to examine the impact of the pandemic and to identify the key lessons learned to support
recovery.

This Statement summarizes the key insights up to October 2022, and suggests the implications for
policy. The Statement was prepared by the Research Consortium on behalf of the School Meals
Coalition for the parliamentarians and public-policymakers of the member countries of the Coalition.

Insights on What We Have Learned from the Pandemic

The pandemic has affected all the countries in the world, irrespective of income level. In building back
from the pandemic, the following four key messages are particularly important in deciding upon
national policy for development and reconstruction.

1. The school closures of the pandemic have caused major, long-term harm in all countries
The school closures to try and arrest the transmission of COVID-19 resulted in 1.5 billion children in
199 countries being out of school. This is the first time since the adoption of formal, universal education
that we have seen the effects of a world without an education system. This counterfactual showed that
home-schooling, distance education and other EdTech alternatives cannot substitute for traditional
school systems. It also showed that the school system is key to supporting the well -being and health
of school-age children and adolescents, through delivering nutritious food and health interventions,
and that the absence of the safe environment of the schools has detrimental social consequences,
increasing the risks of child abuse, early pregnancy and inappropriate labour. The pandemic has
worsened a pre-existing learning crisis such that today the World Bank estimates that 70% of children
under the age of 10 years in low-income countries cannot read or write a simple sentence. Restoring
and strengthening the school system should be a major priority for all nations, irrespective of income
level.

2. The Global Food Crisis is making recovery more difficult, and even more necessary

Hardly had schools started to reopen when the world rolled into a new crisis of food availability and
affordability, in part driven by the war in Ukraine. New data from the World Food Programme (WFP),
the Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition, and the Education Commission estimates
that 153 million children under 18 are acutely food insecure, nearly half of the 345 million people worst
hit by rising global hunger. Data also shows that these figures have been rising over the past two years,
leading to 23 million more acutely food insecure children now than in 2020, before the pandemic.
School-age children are bearing the brunt of today’s Global Food Crisis with far reaching consequences
for children, communities, and countries for decades to come. It is an important additional benefit of
national school meals programmes in 2022 and beyond that they help countries respond to the Global
Food Crisis.
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this generation and the Wealth of Nations

Good health, well-being and education during childhood and adolescence are crucial to an individual
achieving their full potential, and to the creation of Human Capital for a nation. It is because nations
recognize the value of educating their children that free, compulsory basic education is a near-
universal global priority, and many countries are now extending this investment to include secondary
education. The consequences of school closures during the pandemic have taught us that there is no
effective substitute for school systems to take care of the education, well -being and health of children
during the crucial first 8,000 days of life (birth to the early twenties), and to help young people realize
their potential as individuals, and provide the community with the skills, good health and longevity
that are central to Human Capital. Evidence from the World Bank shows that countries that effectively
create Human Capital can expect their population to contribute some 70% to 80% of the nation’s
wealth, while for those who do not, this share is as low as 30% to 40%.

4. The well-being, education and development of young people during the first 8,000 days of
life are crucial for the economic and social future of all countries, whether high- or low-
income countries

Creating human capital is essential for the development of all countries but for different reasons. In
high-income countries with aging populations where the median age is around 40 years (e.g. Europe,
USA, Japan), school-age children and adolescents represent less than 10% of the total population, yet
it is this small population which will ultimately be relied upon to generate 70% of the wealth for all.
Rich, aging populations clearly need to sustain and strengthen investment in these young people. In
low-income countries with young populations, where the median age can be as low as 15 to 16 years
(e.g. Niger, Chad, Sierra Leone), some 50% of the population is in the 8,000 days age range and yet will
contribute only some 30% to 40% of the nation’s wealth. Furthermore, in the continuing absence of a
demographic transition, the proportion of youth will continue to rise, and increase dependency. For
all countries, irrespective of income level, recovery from the pandemic and re-establishing the benefits
of the school system will be crucial to national development.

Insights on the Design and Benefits of Programimes

Properly designed school meals and complementary school health programmes are key to the
investment in young people. Well-designed programmes that improve the well-being and education
of young people during the first 8,000 days of life can offer returns of $9 (range S$7 to $35) for each $1
invested. Figure 1 shows that this is a cumulative return based on the sum of the multiple returns to
different sectors. In this section we explore the insights learned for four important sectors, and ask the
same question for each sector: what are the benefits of school meals and complementary school health
programmes?

1. Benefits for health and nutrition: children and young people enjoy better well-being and
learning, and establish life-long health and dietary practices which promote their well-
being, productivity and longevity as adults

We have already explained how well-designed school meals and complementary school health
programmes can contribute to children’s learning by improving their health and well-being when they
are in school and being educated. But these are dynamic benefits such that good health, nutrition,
fitness and mental health developed during the school years can lead to a long and healthy life.
Comprehensive school health programmes which help establish life-long good health, dietary and
exercise practices, are amongst the most effective ways of reversing the growing epidemics of obesity
and non-communicable diseases in later life. In addition to making young people healthier, these
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interventions have the potential to significantly reduce the future costs and demands on health
systems for adults. These returns are important for all countries and all income levels.
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Figure 1. School feeding achieves high returns on investment across at least four sectors: (i) social protection; (ii)
education; (iii) agriculture; and (iv) health and nutrition.
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2. Benefits for education: more children go to school, and they learn better while there
Providing school meals is an effective tool for promoting access to education with a typical sustained
increase of around 9% participation, and rates much higher in countries where girls’ participation in
education has traditionally been low. Figure 2 shows, using the new metric of Learning-Adjusted Years
of Schooling (LAYS) which combines both quantity and quality of education received, that improving
the health and well-being of the learner has benefits for learning. Importantly, the current evidence
suggests that the scale of improvement in learning from school meals and school health is of a similar
order of magnitude to interventions which we already know to be effective, such as those promoting
early child development, better qualified teachers and better classroom practices. If countries invest in
these traditional areas to improve the supply of schooling and learning, then it also makes good sense
to invest in the demand side through investing in the health and well-being of the learner.

3. Benefits for social protection: national school meals programmes are among the most
extensive and effective safety nets in the world

The response to the Fuel, Food and Financial Crises of 2008 included a substantial increase in the
coverage of school meals and complementary school health programmes in both high- and low-
income countries, and was recognized to be an immediate and effective way of reaching directly to
young people, becoming the most extensive social safety net in the world. The school closures of
COVID-19 effectively prevented these programmes from playing this supportive role in 2020, and
instead undermined the social safety nets. Attempts to replace the programmes with cash transfers had
limited success but have spotlighted some key advantages of school meals and complementary school
health programmes over cash transfers: they benefit the target child directly; they offer subsidiary
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benefits for education, nutrition and well-being; and they stimulate the local agricultural and service
economies. These benefits are observed in countries at all income levels, indeed the evidence for the
value of school meals as safety nets in high-income countries is particularly strong (e.g. sustaining
programmes during vacation periods). Countries lost all these potential benefits when they closed
schools during the pandemic, and so restoring, protecting, and scaling up these programmes now can
make a major contribution to the national safety net, and an important part of the response to the food
crisis.

Figure 2. School meals and complementary school health interventions offer good value for money
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4. Benefits for diet and food systems: promoting healthy diets, providing stable markets, and
encouraging agricultural practices that support biodiversity, food sovereignty and climatic
resilience

Effective school meals programmes depend on effective food systems, which in turn depend on
effective agriculture. Too often the focus has been on the quantity and not the quality of food, yet the
Global Education Forum 2022 estimates that more than 3 billion people have low quality diets. School
meals programmes can help address this. At the same time, the programmes provide stable,
predictable markets for local farmers who can then focus on local production, including micronutrient
dense crops targeted at growing children, and supporting local cultural preferences and climatic
realities. This is a virtuous cycle that can help local economies thrive and promote food sovereignty,
while encouraging local agrobiodiversity which confers climate resilience. Linking local agriculture to
national school meals programmes is a proven approach that is very successful in many countries, but
there is major scope for further adoption and development.
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Insights from National Programmes

There are important insights to be learned from the global experiences of financing and implementing
national programmes. The following 4 messages spotlight some of the most important learnings.

1. National school meals programmes are exceptionally good examples of self-reliance,
they are almost entirely supported by domestic funds

In 2020, before the pandemic, more than 90% of the funds used to support national school meals
programmes worldwide arose from domestic budgets. The largest universal and free programmes, for
example in India feeding some 90 million daily and Brazil some 40 million, rely entirely on local
resources. The most successful programmes are intimately linked to local agricultural production and
take full advantage of the virtuous cycle of local procurement to invest in the next generation. Self-
reliance is the norm in high-income, higher-middle-income and lower-middle-income countries,
and countries at these income levels have created self-sustaining programmes that support local
economies and help build human capital. But food does have a global floor price which is beyond some
low-income countries, although even here nearly a third of costs on average are met from domestic
funds. For most countries school meals programmes are a sustainable investment, and most
programmes are, or can become, self-reliant. The major role for external investment is to help middle-
income countries transition to self-reliance, and to provide interim support to help low-income
countries to create the human capital needed to strengthen their economic growth.

2. Graduationto middle-income status presents a key opportunity for the transition to self -
reliance

More than 44 countries have transitioned from reliance on external funds to domestically supported
programmes in the last 20 years. This transition occurs most frequently when countries cross the
threshold from low-income to lower-middle-income status because the growing economy presents
the opportunity to break through the price floor and afford the cost of food. The price floor exists
because there is a global minimum cost of food: in high income countries school food is less than 1%
of GDP per capita, while in low-income countries it represents 8% or more. The comparison is more
stark with the cost of education: in low-income countries school meals are on average 96% of the per
capita education budget, and often much more. When countries graduate to lower-middle-income
status this proportion falls to 42%, and at middle-income status to less than 11%. As the economy
strengthens, the cost of food becomes increasingly affordable. Longitudinal analysis of the increase in
school meals coverage in Africa between 2013 and 2020, showed that the fastest rate of growth in
coverage was in lower-middle-income countries at the time that they graduated from low-income
status. Supporting countries in making that transition is a particularly effective use of external funds.

3. There are 73 million especially vulnerable children that have never been reached by
school meals programmes

Even before the pandemic, about 73 million school-age children, in 60 countries, living in extreme
poverty and hunger did not have access to school meals programmes. The member countries of the
School Meals Coalition have identified reaching these children as a priority, which is set out as the
Second Goal of the Coalition. The annual cost of reaching these children with school meals and
complementary school health interventions is estimated at US$5.8 billion, with about half that amount
for low-income countries.
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4. The pandemic has affected every child on earth, and rebuilding requires action at the
same enormous scale as the challenge

The Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition was established by the School Meals
Coalition to provide parliamentarians, policymakers and programme managers with independent,
evidence-based guidance on recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic. This implies a global response
on the scale of hundreds of millions of children. To make this possible, the Research Consortium has
sought to minimize its governance structure (it is coordinated out of a small Secretariat in the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine) and invest in creating a network from the existing global
networks working on school health, and to leverage the established reach and expertise of academics
and practitioners worldwide. These global Communities of Practice are essential engines of research,
analysis, and experience and are strongly aligned with and led by expertise from the Coalition
countries. The value of school meals for the well -being of children can be multiplied by complementary
school-based health interventions, so we are also working actively to coordinate with other multi-
country networks that support other activities critical to the health, mobility, and cognitive
development of the learner. For example, the END Fund and the Global Schistosomiasis Alliance to
address neglected tropical diseases, AMREF to address malaria, the International Agency for the
Prevention of Blindness for eye-health and vision, and the International Society for Physical Activity
and Health (ISPAH) to support the physical health of schoolchildren.

Translating Insights into Policy

There has been remarkable progress in this initial year of the School Meals Coalition, but there is no
time for complacency. The bleak global economic outlook and the growing constraints on fiscal space
make recovery both more essential and more difficult. Based on the evidence available after one year
of analysis, the Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition calls upon the 73 member states
of the School Meals Coalition to consider supporting four priority areas of policy change as we move
forward:

1. Recognize that the well-being of the learner is essential to educational attainment, and prioritize
national school meal programmes and complementary school health interventions as essential
counterparts to educational investments, especially at the SDG Summit 2023 and at the Summit for
the Future 2024;

2. Scale-up and extend the coverage of national programmes to ensure that these safety nets are in
place to protect all vulnerable school children as an essential response to the Global Food Crisis;

3. Strengthen monitoring of the school health agenda by working with UNESCO to ensure that school
meal and complementary school health programmes are included explicitly in the SDG4
framework; and

4. Encourage amore robust donor response to match the substantial domestic commitments already
being made by governments, especially a dialogue with international financing institutions to
generate a financing response for the most needed and most at-risk programmes in low-income
countries.
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