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March 24, 2022
To Whom It May Concern:
We appreciate the opportunity to comment on USDA’s final rule and to also provide comment on school
meals in general.
The School Breakfast Program (SBP) and National School Lunch Program (NSLP) programs have served as
important sources of nutritious meals for decades, helping to support positive health and development
outcomes for children while improving food security for our nation’s children. Milk, yogurt, cheese, and
other dairy products have remained central to healthy, nutritious school meals. In fact, school meal
programs served 5.5 billion meals during the 2020-2021 School Year1—an amazing feat considering the
pandemic’s impacts to society. While the importance of the school meal programs have become clear
over the past two years, there are significant obstacles to sourcing and serving meals that are healthy,
widely available, and acceptable to children. That is why we support USDA’s goal to set school meals
standards that are “ambitious, achievable and durable” and keeping dairy as a core component of
healthy meal patterns used for school lunches and breakfasts will help meet that goal.
The International Dairy Foods Association (IDFA), Washington, D.C., represents the nation’s dairy
manufacturing and marketing industry, which supports more than 3.3 million jobs that generate $41.6
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billion in direct wages and $753 billion in overall economic impact. IDFA’s diverse members make 90
percent of the milk, cheese, ice cream, yogurt and cultured products, and dairy ingredients produced
and marketed in the United States and sold throughout the world. Safe, nutritious, affordable, and
sustainable, dairy foods offer unparalleled health and consumer benefits to people of all ages.
The National Milk Producers Federation (NMPF), established in 1916 and based in Arlington, VA,
develops and carries out policies that advance the well-being of dairy producers and the cooperatives
they own. The members of NMPF’s cooperatives produce the majority of the U.S. milk supply, making
NMPF the voice of dairy producers on Capitol Hill and with government agencies. NMPF provides a
forum through which dairy farmers and their cooperatives formulate policy on national issues that affect
milk production and marketing.
Support of Transitional Standards
In 2020, the federal Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee report found that a staggering 79 percent of
9- to 13-year-olds are not meeting the recommended intake of dairy foods and thereby under
consuming a variety of nutrients during childhood and adolescence, including potassium, calcium, and
vitamin D. Children of all ages are falling short of these recommendations, and they rely on school meals
to meet their nutritional needs. The transitional standards published in February 2022 allow schools to
continue to serve milk that students prefer to drink while remaining consistent with the Dietary
Guidelines. The rule gives clarity to school meals professionals and dairy food makers as they plan amid
supply chain challenges, and it will improve students’ access to dairy products, particularly milk and its
13 essential nutrients, and cheese as a nutrient-rich protein alternate. Notably, the transitional rule
permits low-fat flavored milk in school meals and sets sodium levels that will serve as an important
means of helping children reach their nutritional goals as indicated in the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines
for Americans (DGA).
Low-fat Flavored Milk
Low-fat flavored milk provides the same micronutrients as white milk, but with a flavor that many
children prefer. Flavored milks, like all cow’s milk, are a source of 13 essential nutrients, including
calcium, vitamin D, and potassium. Flavored milk currently sold in schools has been reformulated to
provide these nutrients with lower levels of calories and added sugars.2 Most flavored milk in schools
now meets or beats the sugar limit recommended by the National Academies of Science, Engineering,
and Medicine (formerly the Institute of Medicine).3 This small amount of added sugar results in a
product that students prefer, with more students selecting milk and students drinking more of that milk
when flavored milk is available. This drives increased consumption of the essential nutrients that milk
provides, a recommendation made by the 2020-2025 DGA as a means of helping children reach their
nutrient needs.
We appreciate aligning competitive food options with the school meals permitting low-fat flavored milk
for a la carte and other competitive sales. This will ease the bidding process for schools while providing a
variety of nutritious options for students.
2

Prime Consulting. All Channel Tracking: The Projection of Milk Volume by Sales Channel, 2019 Edition, August
2020.
3
Institute of Medicine. 2007. Nutrition Standards for Foods in Schools: Leading the Way Toward Healthier Youth.
Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/11899.

2

We also agree with USDA’s decision to permit low-fat flavored milk as an option in the Child and Adult
Care Food Program (CACFP) for children older than 5 years. This will ease the bidding and meal planning
process for schools that participate in both CACFP and school meal programs.
Reduced Lactose Dairy Options
We support the clarification that lactose-free and reduced lactose milk is an acceptable option in CACFP
meals and snacks. Milk with lower lactose provides the same important package of nutrients as
conventional milk, meaning that it is an important nutrient-dense beverage for those with lactose
intolerance. If children avoid dairy completely due to concerns about lactose intolerance, this can
adversely affect their intake of calcium, potassium, and vitamin D -- nutrients already lacking in the
American diet.4,5 Since lactose-free and reduced lactose milk will provide these same essential nutrients,
the inclusion of lower lactose options in CACFP is consistent with other federal nutrition programs and
with the 2020-2025 DGA.
Sodium
We appreciate the extra time allowed for manufacturers to reformulate milk products to achieve lower
sodium targets, as finalized in the February rule. This will facilitate research and development efforts by
allowing for sufficient time needed to conduct work on product development, including but not limited
to reformulation, shelf life, stability, packaging, labeling and safety testing, as well as with consumer
taste adjustments. The 10% sodium reduction in Target 1A for NSLP is a helpful step to allow time for
these efforts.
However, there will still be a limit of how much further some products can lower sodium content. Many
products have reached a point of diminishing returns. For example, cheesemakers have worked over the
last decade or more to develop cheeses with lower sodium content. Nevertheless, the functionality of
salt in cheese makes it particularly difficult to continue to lower sodium levels without starting to
encroach on the critical role that sodium plays in food safety.
Comments about Future of School Meals Nutrition Criteria
USDA’s stated goal is to set nutrition standards for school meals that are “ambitious, achievable and
durable.” We agree with such a goal for school breakfasts and lunches and assert that dairy foods are
central to making meals that meet these requirements. Our understanding of this goal is to promulgate
nutrition standards that are ambitious while being reasonable. Such standards are achievable from an
implementation perspective because they affirm gradual, phased-in changes that are accepted by
students because they also prioritize palatability. Finally, the standards are durable because they adhere
to the DGA and offer flexibility to evolve with emerging nutrition science.
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School meals are already a nutritional success story. The 33.8 million meals served each day during the
2020-2021 school year6 provide a variety of healthy foods and beverages, including fruits, vegetables,
and dairy. School meals are a key source of nutrition for children and these meals are often the
healthiest of the day, often much healthier than the meals brought from home, resulting in significantly
more milk consumed.7,8,9 American parents support these healthy school meals: in a recent survey by
Morning Consult, 88% of parents identify making public school meals healthy and nutritious as a top or
important priority.10 A recent study of eating trends has demonstrated that school is the healthiest
location for American children to eat, and school meals are getting healthier: the HEI-2015 score for
food eaten in school was 44.1 in 2003-2004 and 51.6 in 2017-2018, the only location where meal quality
improved over that time period.11
Unfortunately, changes to school schedules and school meals during the pandemic have reduced the
number of school meals served to students each day. The 33.8 million daily school meals represent a
loss of 4.7% of school breakfasts and 30.7% of school lunches from the 2018-2019 school year.12 This
further underscores the importance of setting policies that will enhance participation in school meals
programs and encourage intake of healthy options.
Nutrition standards need to be implementable for school food authorities and food manufacturers, as
well as attractive and tasty for the children who will be eating these meals. No matter what nutrition
requirements are put into place for school meals, the meals and each component of the meals must be
eaten to contribute to nutritious eating patterns and overall health. Dairy products, particularly flavored
milk, have been shown to increase participation in school meal programs and to reduce food waste
because students consume more milk, and hence students and schools throw less away.
While waivers are not a replacement for permanent program policies, they are important to keep
programs running during emergencies. The success of waivers during the pandemic should highlight the
importance of the use of waivers as an essential tool to help with emergencies and other disruptions to
the food supply to allow for the continued, uninterrupted delivery of nutritious and healthy foods to
students.
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As nutrition standards are implemented, USDA should develop and implement measures with defined
metrics that would capture the impact of the changes to the nutrition standards, such as participation,
nutritional adequacy, waste, and program costs.
Aligning School Meals with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans
We agree with the goal of aligning the School Breakfast Program and National School Lunch Program
with the current Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA). The DGA repeatedly recommended increased
intake of dairy products, identifying dairy as an under-consumed food group.13 This is true even of many
school age children, with between 68% and 76.2% of school age males and between 77.4% and 94.3% of
school age females failing to meet recommended levels of dairy.14 Among youth ages 9-13, 79 percent
fall short of recommended dairy intakes. For all youth aged 19 and younger, mean intake of dairy is only
1.9 cup-equivalent per day.15
To support the goal of aligning with the DGA, the USDA should ensure that the nutrition standards
encourage dairy consumption within the school meal programs. School meals are a significant source of
dairy, with the School Breakfast Program providing 40% of the dairy needed by students each day and
the NSLP providing 47%.16 For children, dairy is the number one source of three of the four food
substances of public health concern as identified by the DGA: calcium, potassium, and vitamin D.17
Strengthening school meals will support an overall goal of supporting food and nutrition security for
American schoolchildren. School meals have proven to be an incredibly important source of good
nutrition through the COVID pandemic, a time when many children were facing food security challenges.
School Meal Programs Should Adopt Policies that Encourage Increased Dairy Consumption
The school meal programs are required to align with the goals of the DGA. The 2020-2025 DGA
recommended three daily servings of milk or other dairy foods for adolescents and most children, but
the DGA also shows that nearly all age groups, including all school-age groups, of both males and
females, consume significantly less than the recommended amounts.18
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An overall decline in school milk consumption has been identified, with reductions in both average daily
participation (ADP) in school lunch programs and school milk consumption. Annual school and
processor surveys conducted by the Milk Processor Education Program (MilkPEP), which is overseen by
the Department of Agriculture, regularly found declines in milk consumption – specifically, a decline of 9
percent in total volume between the 2011-12 and 2015-16 school years. The percentage of reduction is
even higher for flavored milk (12.5 percent),19 indicating that children are not pleased with the fat-free
versions of flavored milk. This decline coincided with the 2012 regulations which, among other things,
prohibited low-fat flavored milk in school lunches, breakfasts and (through a subsequent regulation)
foods sold in competition with school meals. Until the 2011-12 school year, low-fat (1 percent) flavored
milk had been the most widely purchased variety of milk by schools.20
With the reintroduction of low-fat flavored milk, 15 million gallons of low-fat flavored milk were sold in
schools during the 2017-18 school year.21 Data from schools in Texas and Oklahoma that reintroduced
low-fat flavored milk in 2018 showed that this change resulted in an 8% increase in flavored milk
consumption in schools, with a 2% increase in total school milk consumption.22
The School Nutrition and Meal Cost Study (SNMCS) found that flavored milk was less likely to be wasted
than unflavored fat-free or low-fat milk.23 If there is less waste with low-fat flavored milk, more milk and
more essential nutrients are being consumed when low-fat flavored milk is a part of school meals.
SNMCS analysis also showed that one-quarter or more of available vitamin A, vitamin C, vitamin D,
calcium, and potassium in school meals were wasted, with four of these five nutrients present in dairy
products.24
Therefore, policies that uphold the intent of the DGA, by increasing dairy consumption, should be a goal
of the school meal programs and as demonstrated above, policies that eliminated low-fat flavored milk
reduced milk consumption in school meals.
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If schools implement changes to their meal programs that would have the effect of reducing milk
consumption, students are missing out on the 13 essential nutrients provided by milk. Schools that
eliminated flavored milk found that less milk was consumed.25, 26
Therefore, it is imperative that the regulations of the school meal programs include measures that will
encourage consumption of milk. These policies would appropriately include low-fat flavored milk as an
option in school meals for students who prefer this type of milk. Providing low-fat flavored milk as an
option in schools also aligns with the preferences of American adults. A national survey conducted for
IDFA by Morning Consult shows that 85% of parents with children in public school support including lowfat flavored milk in school meals.27
Milk
Milk has been a core element of school meals and other federal child nutrition programs since their
inception. Milk provides 13 essential nutrients, including three of the four nutrients identified as
nutrients of public health concern in the 2020-2025 DGA—calcium, vitamin D, and potassium.28
In a study of low-income children, 77% of their daily milk intake comes from school meals.29 Without
milk in the school meals program, these children would consume even lower levels of milk and dairy,
which is already under-consumed. Therefore, policies that keep milk in school meals and encourage
children to select and consume the milk included in school breakfast and lunches are essential to
ensuring students are receiving the nutrition they need to thrive.
Flavored Milk
Flavored milks provide the same micronutrients as white milk, but with a flavor that many children
prefer. Flavored milks, like all cow’s milk, are a good or excellent source of 13 essential nutrients,
including calcium, vitamin D, and potassium. Flavored milk aligns with the DGA base. Specifically, the
DGA recommend both low-fat and fat-free milk as nutrient-dense foods and note that small amounts of
added sugars can be added to nutrient-dense foods – including low-fat or fat-free milk – to help meet
food group recommendations.
A recent study identifies the impact of flavored milk on children’s diets. Children from 2 to 18 years of
age who drank flavored milk drank more milk than children who did not drink flavored milk, and
25
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therefore the flavored milk consumers had significantly higher intakes of vitamin D, calcium, potassium,
and other nutrients.30
Children consuming flavored milk in their diets had superior nutrient intakes compared to children that
consumed only plain milk with no differences in body mass index.31 Another more recent study
demonstrated that flavored milk consumption is associated with improvements in nutrient intake, but
not associated with increased body weight of normal weight children.32
Milk processors have significantly reduced the calorie and added sugar contents of flavored milk.
Between the 2006-2007 and 2019-2020 school years, average added sugar levels declined by 57
percent, going from 16.7 grams to 7.1 grams in an 8-ounce serving of flavored school milk.33 In fact,
flavored milk consumption has been found, in or out of schools, to only make up 4% of the added sugars
in children’s diets.34
In addition to reducing the added sugars in flavored school milk, processors have also reduced the
average number of calories. The average calorie content of flavored school milk declined significantly by
40 calories on average between school years 2006-2007 and 2019-2020.35 A similar survey also
demonstrated that flavored school milk is just 25 calories more than the white milk served in schools.36
With these formulation changes, the nutritional benefits of low-fat flavored milk are available with
slightly higher calories than white milk and the same or slightly higher calories than fat-free flavored
milk. As USDA FNS pointed out in the preamble to the 2017 interim final rule, an 8-ounce serving of lowfat flavored milk has 20-40 more calories than the same serving of fat-free flavored milk.37 The USDA
data also shows that the difference in fat and saturated fat content is relatively small: 1 g of total fat and
0.6 g of saturated fat per cup of low-fat chocolate milk and 0 g of total fat and 0 g of saturated fat per
cup of fat-free chocolate milk.38 Switching from fat-free to low-fat flavored milk may represent a small
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increase in calories, if any, and a small increase in fat, without compromising on the nutrient properties
of milk.
Yogurt
Yogurt is a nutrient rich dairy product that provides many of the same essential nutrients as milk, such
as calcium and protein. As with milk, yogurt is widely available in both unflavored and flavored varieties
to be used either as an ingredient, eaten on its own or in conjunction with other foods, such as fruit.
Yogurt is also widely available in a variety of formats, in large tubs for use as an ingredient or portioned
out, or in individual cups or containers. These individual servings are particularly convenient for serving,
especially for grab-and-go meals or in-classroom breakfast.
Consumption of yogurt has been associated with higher diet quality in children, with higher intake of
multiple nutrients, including calcium, potassium, magnesium, and vitamin D.39 Yogurt consumption has
been associated with lower incidence of cardiovascular risk factors in adolescents, particularly total and
abdominal excess body fat.40
In flavored yogurt, the amount of added sugar can also help increase the consumption of dairy, in
keeping with recommended intakes of the DGA. This use of added sugar aligns with the
recommendations of the 2020-2025 DGA that added sugars may be used to increase the intake of
nutrient-dense foods and beverages.41
The protein content is such that yogurt has been included as a meat alternate in the school meal
programs. This role as a meat alternate is particularly key in the School Breakfast Program. In addition to
being well-accepted as a breakfast food, a study identified yogurt inclusion at breakfast triggering an
improvement in nutrient intake and in other nutrient dense foods, like fruit.42 When considering a
variety of breakfast options, the optimal breakfast pattern for children was characterized by the
inclusion of yogurt and milk among other foods and beverages.43
Scientific studies are pointing to the favorable effect of yogurt on the gut microbiome and related health
status. Yogurt, including both low-fat and full-fat yogurt, has been shown to have beneficial influence on
the microbiome, as well as associations with healthier dietary patterns and reduced visceral fat mass.44
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Diets high in fermented foods, including yogurt, can increase microbiota diversity and decrease markers
of inflammation.45
Cheese
Cheese is a significant source of nutrition in school meals. While different varieties of cheese have
different nutrient profiles, cheeses do provide the dairy nutrient package, including calcium, high quality
protein and other nutrients.
Cheese is available in many configurations of packaging and format. It can be used as an ingredient in
other dishes or can be packaged individually in sticks or shapes. These individual servings can be a key
part of grab and go or pre-packed meals.
Cheese is also identified as a meat alternate in the school meal programs. In many cases cheese is a
major component of meal entrees. Cheese as a meat alternate becomes even more important as
schools serve meat-free meal options. In many cases, these vegetarian options rely on cheese as the
meat alternate to meet meal pattern requirements.
Dairy at All Fat Levels
Research on milkfat and dairy products at all fat levels is progressing and will likely be considered in the
2025 DGA. Flexibility for dairy products should be provided to reduce delays in adjusting to the next
DGA. In fact, the Australian Heart Foundation has changed their dietary recommendations to include
dairy at all fat levels for the general population, while recommending reduced-fat varieties for those
with high cholesterol.46 Dairy products at all fat levels, including reduced-fat and full fat milk, should be
permitted as options for school meals, if the saturated fat and calorie levels do not exceed the weekly
average per meal.
Whole milk contains the same nutrients as all other fluid milk, including calcium, phosphorus, protein,
vitamins A, D and B12, pantothenic acid, riboflavin, and niacin. This is true of other dairy products at all
fat levels. While they do have higher levels of saturated fat than low-fat versions, a growing body of
evidence indicates that consumption of full-fat dairy foods (milk, cheese, and yogurt) is not associated
with higher risk of negative health outcomes, including obesity, diabetes, and heart disease.47,48
Reduced-fat and whole milk make up most retail sales of milk, in turn being the milks that are consumed
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human gut microbiome and metabolome. BMC Microbiol. 2022 Feb 3;22(1):39. doi: 10.1186/s12866-021-02364-2.
Erratum in: BMC Microbiol. 2022 Feb 28;22(1):66. PMID: 35114943; PMCID: PMC8812230.
45
Wastyk HC, Fragiadakis GK, Perelman D, Dahan D, Merrill BD, Yu FB, Topf M, Gonzalez CG, Van Treuren W, Han S,
Robinson JL, Elias JE, Sonnenburg ED, Gardner CD, Sonnenburg JL. Gut-microbiota-targeted diets modulate human
immune status. Cell. 2021 Aug 5;184(16):4137-4153.e14. doi: 10.1016/j.cell.2021.06.019. Epub 2021 Jul 12. PMID:
34256014.
46
“Milk, yoghurt and cheese.” Heart Foundation. National Heart Foundation of Australia.
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/healthy-eating/food-and-nutrition/dairy-foods. Accessed October 2, 2019.
47
Dariush Mozaffarian, Dairy foods, dairy fat, diabetes, and death: what can be learned from 3 large new
investigations?, The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, , nqz250, https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/nqz250.
48
Mozaffarian D. Dairy Foods, Obesity, and Metabolic Health: The Role of the Food Matrix Compared with Single
Nutrients. Adv Nutr. 2019;10(5):917S–923S. doi:10.1093/advances/nmz053.

10

whole milk and 2% (reduced fat) milk respectively are the healthiest options for their children.49 These
milks provide the same 13 essential nutrients as all other milk, but with a different saturated fat and
calorie content. If the current saturated fat and calorie limits are kept in place, the difference from
reduced fat and whole milk would not make a material difference in the overall diets of these students
for these nutrients but could greatly help increase milk intake.
Full fat cheese is also the most sold cheese type in retail markets, with relatively low levels of low-fat
versions being produced, due to lack of demand.
Several recent research studies (including systematic reviews and meta-analysis) examining the effect of
higher fat milk consumption found that it was associated with lower childhood obesity and concluded
that dietary guidelines that recommend reduced-fat milk versions might not lower the risk of childhood
obesity. 50,51,52,53 One of these systematic reviews54 also examined cardiometabolic health in children (2
to 18 y) in addition to adiposity and concluded that full-fat dairy consumption was not associated with
increased body weight and adiposity, or with cardiometabolic risk in children.
Higher consumption of full-fat dairy has been shown to be associated with lower risk of total body fat
mass in children.55 Whole milk has been found to increase satiety in children when served with
breakfast. 56 A systematic review showed that high-fat dairy products were inversely associated with risk
of obesity.57
A summary of multiple studies on full fat dairy foods found that the evidence showed no association
with high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, and type 2 diabetes. Some of the studies reviewed
showed full fat dairy was associated with lower risk of obesity.58
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Consumption of full fat dairy has been found to be associated with neutral or lower risk of heart
disease.59 A meta-analysis of 29 studies indicated that there is no negative effect on heart health of
dairy, milk and yogurt, no matter whether those dairy products were full fat or low-fat.60
A review of the recent science stated: “No long-term studies support harms, and emerging evidence
suggests some potential benefits, of dairy fat or high-fat dairy foods …. ”61 Another stated, “The present
evidence suggests that whole-fat dairy foods do not cause weight gain, that overall dairy consumption
increases lean body mass and reduces body fat, that yogurt consumption and probiotics reduce weight
gain, that fermented dairy consumption including cheese is linked to lower CVD risk, and that yogurt,
cheese, and even dairy fat may protect against type 2 diabetes. Based on the current science, dairy
consumption is part of a healthy diet, without strong evidence to favor reduced-fat products; while
intakes of probiotic-containing unsweetened and fermented dairy products such as yogurt and cheese
appear especially beneficial.”62
Reduced Lactose Dairy Options
Our previous comments point to the important nutritional role of dairy foods, such as milk, yogurt, and
cheese. However, the predominance of lactose maldigestion is a real concern for many Americans,
especially among certain sub-groups of the population. Fortunately, abundant reduced lactose or
lactose-free options are available, while some dairy foods are naturally lower in lactose than others.
A review points to the link between low intake of dairy due to concerns over lactose intolerance and
decreased bone density. This review recommends that consumers with lactose intolerance consume the
recommended three servings of lactose-free dairy to avoid nutrient shortfalls and ensure healthy
bones.63 Avoiding dairy can impact getting enough calcium, potassium, and vitamin D - nutrients already
lacking in the American diet.64,65
Cow’s milk with lower levels of lactose, such as milk with lactase enzyme added, provides the same
nutrients as regular milk. However, the lower amount of lactose may ensure that the milk is more
comfortable for students with lactose maldigestion to include in their meals. These types of milk will still
provide the same dairy nutrition.
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In addition, yogurt is, for many people, a more easily digestible alternative to conventional milk because,
on average, it contains less lactose than milk.66 In addition, yogurt’s live and active cultures continue to
have activity in the intestinal tract and may allow lactose intolerant individuals to enjoy dairy products
with fewer associated symptoms.67
Natural cheese is naturally low in lactose. For people who choose to not regularly consume fluid milk
products because of their lactose content, cheese is an excellent way of obtaining the nutrition of dairy
foods. Natural cheeses such as cheddar, Colby, Monterey Jack, mozzarella and Swiss contain minimal
amounts of lactose, because most of the lactose is removed when the curds are separated from the
whey in the cheesemaking process. According to the Institute of Medicine, those with lactose
intolerance can rely on cheese as a source of calcium: “... virtually unrestricted amounts of reduced-fat
hard cheeses with very low amounts of lactose may be ingested to ensure adequate intakes of
calcium.”68
A National Institute of Health expert committee urged Americans who think they may be lactose
intolerant to get tested before they unnecessarily eliminate dairy foods from their diet.69 The 2020-2025
DGA recommended low lactose or lactose-reduced dairy products such as lactose reduced milk, yogurt
and cheese, as a way for individuals to avoid lactose, yet still obtain the nutritional benefits of dairy.70
This advice is doubly important when considering the nutrient contribution of lactose-free milk and
dairy products. If students avoid dairy due to concerns over lactose content, the intake of these
nutrients can be negatively affected. The National Medical Association has taken a position that the
nutrients provided by dairy products are important and that avoiding these products due to a concern
about lactose intolerance could lead to negative health outcomes.71
Based on the nutrient package that is unique to dairy foods and the loss of nutrients when dairy is not
consumed, school meal nutrition standards should encourage yogurt, cheese and lactose-reduced milk
as the first choice in school meals for lactose intolerant children.
Nutrient Limits
Eating patterns recommended by the DGA include a variety of foods and beverages. It is this
combination of intake of foods and beverages over a week or longer that contributes to overall health.
The school meal programs are based on a similar approach, considering an overall intake, best
demonstrated by the weekly average used as the basis for limits on calories, saturated fat, and sodium.
66
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This weekly average approach should be continued rather than setting levels for individual foods. The
weekly average permits some days or menu items to be higher in a particular nutrient while being offset
by lower content on other days. This permits a wider variety of options, while keeping the overall diet
within nutritional goals.
Added Sugar
Responding to the discussion from the rule, if a limit is placed on added sugar, it would be most
appropriate to set this on a weekly average basis, as is currently done with sodium and saturated fat. It
would not be appropriate to set limits on a single food basis.
Another key consideration is what food the sugars are added to and what other nutrients may be
consumed with that product with added sugar. The 2020-2025 DGA stated that “[a] small amount of
added sugars, saturated fat, or sodium can be added to nutrient-dense foods and beverages to help
meet food group recommendations….” The 2015-2020 DGA were even more explicit, stating “Healthy
eating patterns can accommodate other nutrient-dense foods with small amounts of added sugars, such
as… fat-free yogurt, as long as calories from added sugars do not exceed 10 percent per day, total
carbohydrate intake remains within the Acceptable Macronutrient Distribution Range, and total calories
intake remains within limits.”72 The 2015-2020 DGA also states, “Some sweetened milk and yogurt
products may be included in a healthy eating pattern as long as the total amount of added sugars
consumed does not exceed the limit for added sugars, and the eating pattern does not exceed calorie
limits.”73
Flavored dairy products such as yogurt and milk are prime examples of using added sugars to increase
consumption of nutrient-dense foods. Flavored, sweetened dairy products, such as milk and yogurt,
contain the same composition as their unflavored counterparts and count toward the recommended
servings of the dairy group.
Flavored milks, like all cow’s milk, are a source of 13 essential nutrients, including calcium, vitamin D,
and potassium. Yogurt is a nutrient-dense source of high-quality protein, calcium, potassium, riboflavin,
vitamin B12, and phosphorous. Some yogurts have vitamin D added. For many people, added flavors
and sweeteners make yogurt more palatable, meaning that they are more likely to increase their
intake of calcium, protein, potassium, vitamins A and D and other important nutrients present in each
serving of yogurt.
Sweetened milk and yogurt can fit into the DGA’s recommended eating patterns because the limit on
added sugar applies to the diet as a whole, not to a single food or beverage. Flavored milk and yogurt
are nutrient dense and provide significant nutritional benefits. The moderate levels of added sugars in
these products increase palatability, thereby encouraging Americans to eat these nutrient-dense foods.
This is one policy that can encourage increased consumption of dairy, meeting one of the goals of the
Dietary Guidelines for Americans and providing essential nutrients in the diets of children participating
in the school meal programs.
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Sodium
While we appreciate USDA’s more gradual approach to reducing sodium for the next two school years,
there continue to be challenges and concerns with further reductions of sodium, especially in cheese
where salt and sodium provide significant functionality and safety. As USDA works toward any further
sodium reductions in school meals, we encourage the Department to engage with stakeholders and
food suppliers to identify levels that will support nutritious meal patterns that can include a wide range
of foods, as well as providing an adequate timeframe needed to reformulate without jeopardizing food
safety, student acceptance or increasing food waste.
Making any further reductions gradually and with stakeholder consultation would be helpful to the
many schools that have found it challenging to obtain food items with lower sodium that are also
acceptable to students, especially for school districts that are not set up for from-scratch cooking. The
additional time would be particularly useful as school food authorities are currently undergoing
significant changes to the school meal programs to adapt to restrictions resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic. Expecting a swift change to sodium levels would be unrealistic as this has not been one of the
changes for which they had been preparing.
If changes are made to sodium requirements, there must be sufficient time after publication of these
new requirements, but prior to mandatory implementation, to provide for several steps, including
reformulation of both ingredients and final products, taste testing and adjustment of student tastes, and
the lead time needed to meet the bidding process. Even with this time, there may be some products or
ingredients that just are not able to meet sodium requirements without significant food safety, food
waste and functionality implications.
While there continue to be efforts from food companies to develop lower sodium products, there are
some foods such as cheese for which salt and hence sodium serves a functional and food safety role that
makes it particularly difficult to formulate new options. In cheese, salt promotes food safety by affecting
fermentation, which can influence pH and water activity, while also preventing the growth of pathogens.
Salt is not added to cheese beyond levels necessary for functionality and for food safety parameters.
There are multiple hurdles to reducing sodium levels in many types of cheese, including technological
feasibility, efficacy of salt substitutes and regulatory requirements. While some reductions may be
technically feasible, the final product may not be acceptable due to flavor. In some cases, reducing
sodium could result in product that would present a significant food safety risk, increased food waste
and decreased shelf-life.
The regulatory requirements for meat alternates can also make sodium reductions more difficult. When
cheese is used as a meat alternate in school meals, either on its own or as part of an entrée, two ounces
of cheese must be served to satisfy the meat alternate requirement for school lunch. When cheese is
used as part of an entrée and combined with other components of that entrée, such as sauce and crust
in a pizza, the meal pattern requirements and functionality of salt in each component add further
challenges to sodium reductions.
Saturated Fat
As indicated above, while milkfat in dairy foods contains various types of saturated fatty acids, a growing
body of emerging research has shown the role of milkfat in the diet and health is different from
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saturated fats from other sources. We ask USDA FNS to consider these health differences as nutrition
standards are set for saturated fat and for dairy products in the school meal programs. With recent
research on the health effects of diets that include dairy at all fat levels, limiting milk to low-fat and fatfree varieties does not reflect the current state of nutrition science.
Flexibility in the school meal nutrition standards that accommodates this emerging science, which
ultimately could be reflected in the 2020-2030 DGA, including how total fat intake levels should be
considered over a weekly time period, would enable the standards to be more flexible and durable as
the nutrition science evolves.
Based on recent research regarding the health effects of milkfat, we ask USDA to include dairy products
at all fat levels in the school meal programs, provided that the total amount of saturated fat remains
within the weekly limits.
Conclusion
The transitional standards published in February 2022 allow schools to continue to serve milk and dairy
products that students prefer while remaining consistent with the Dietary Guidelines, delivering a
variety of nutrients that children need for development, including potassium, calcium, and vitamin D.
We urge USDA to embrace school food nutrition standards that encourage students to consume more
dairy in keeping with the 2020-2025 DGA. These policies should include:
•
•
•
•
•

Allowing low-fat flavored milk and yogurt in school meals
If necessary, setting nutrient limits on a weekly basis as opposed to a daily or per-food basis
Setting sodium limits that permit use of nutrient-rich cheese in school meal products and
continue to allow for a safe and flavorful product
Permit dairy at a variety of fat levels
Encourage lower lactose dairy products as an option

We thank USDA for its dedication in developing school meal standards that are reflective of the evolving
nutrition science, and yet allow for pragmatic approaches to achieving nutrition goals, while ensuring
children continue to consume products that can help them to achieve nutrition requirements needed
for their healthy development and wellness.
Sincerely,

Joseph Scimeca, PhD
Senior Vice President
Regulatory & Scientific Affairs
International Dairy Foods Association

Clay Detlefsen
Senior Vice President
Regulatory & Environmental Affairs
National Milk Producers Federation
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