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Applications for Free and Reduced-Price Meals





1.	Q.  Can an SFA make two separate applications, one for eligibility based on income and the other for eligibility based on a food stamp or TANF number? The SFA proposes to use the SA’s prototype instructions. One application would be printed on yellow paper and one on green.  The back of the application would be the same for both and carry the waiver of confidentiality with check-off for legitimate programs. 





    	A.  Yes, schools can design their own applications as long as they collect all the necessary information and designate as optional any additional information requested such as school name or homeroom number.





 2.	Q.  Can an SFA give temporary approval to an application from a child (or children) whose family has just moved into the County and has a FSP or TANF case number for the child from another County or State?





Yes.  The use of the standard 45-day temporary approval period is encouraged in this situation, and subsequent temporary approval periods can follow the first.  Applications should be accepted on face value and approved. Then, verification should be done immediately. 





School officials should be aware of the format of the Food Stamp and TANF numbers in their State.  If there is any variance in the case number or other reason to doubt the validity of information on an application, approving officials should approve the application but begin the verification process immediately. 





Commodities





3.	Q.  What are commodity only schools?





   	A.  Commodity only schools receive their Section 4 money (the paid rate) in the form of donated food assistance.  They also receive the National Average Minimum Value of Donated Foods in the form of donated food assistance.  Thus, as the name implies, they receive only commodities.  However, the School Food Authorities that have these schools can elect to take part of this donated food entitlement in the form of cash assistance, to cover processing and handling expenses.  Up to 5 cents per lunch served in each SFA’s commodity only schools can be this cash assistance.  The SFA can choose to have the State agency retain all or part of these cash payments, or the SA can transfer them to a distributing agency.  Theoretically, commodity only schools can also receive cash payments for Section 11 (free and reduced price reimbursement), but none actually do so.  There are but a handful of commodity only schools nationwide, located in Massachusetts and Oklahoma.  Commodity only schools must follow the NSLP meal  pattern requirements.  See 210.4(c), 250.48(b)(2)(ii), and FNS Instruction 714-1.


  


Crediting





4.	Q.  Why is a concentrated product like tomato puree credited with 2 tbsp = 1/4 cup vegetable, but a concentrated product like raisins is credited with 1/4 cup raisins = 1/4 cup fruit?  Are there two sets of standards-one for vegetables and one for fruits?





   	A.  This is a good question and the dried fruit answer is under constant petition by the dried fruit industry.  However, the answer is based on the rules and regulations, standards of identity and the basic philosophy behind crediting vegetables/fruits.  Initially the crediting of vegetables/fruits was based on meeting the meal pattern to supply the required volume, for example 3/4 cup.  Guidance could, therefore, be very simple: any fruit or vegetable could be credited on a straight volume basis.  Next, questions were raised about using juice concentrates.  At first, the answer on how to credit followed our guidance.  Juice concentrates could be used but the water had to be added to bring them up to single strength volume and then that volume could be credited.  After much discussion, a policy decision was made to allow concentrates to be used 'as is' but be given credit for the volume they would occupy if water were added.  This could be done for juice concentrates because they had a standard of identity which "guaranteed" their equivalent single strength volume.  Tomato puree also falls under a standard of identity; therefore, we know that the concentration must meet a certain tomato soluble solids standard.  Thus, we know how much concentrated tomato is in the product.  Dried fruits, however, do not have a standard of identity, and there is no standard concentration value the manufacturer is legally held to.  Since the concentration can vary, we cannot give it a crediting factor for the number or volume of grapes that would make an equivalent volume of raisins.





5.	Q.  Is homemade salsa creditable in a food-based meal service?





  	A.  Yes, homemade salsa may be credited proportionately to the amount of vegetable in the recipe.  Homemade salsa is treated no differently than commercially prepared salsa.  For products that contain all vegetable ingredients plus minor amounts of spices or flavorings, one hundred percent of the product may be used to meet the volume requirement.  For products that contain non-vegetable components, like gums, starches or stabilizers, only the portion of  the product that is a vegetable ingredient may be counted towards the volume requirement.  Documentation should be maintained of the percentage of vegetable in the salsa.  As with any vegetable/fruit component, the minimum amount that can be used to receive credit is one-eighth cup.  See FY 98 School Programs Crediting Memorandum #5, dated April 2, 1998.





Denial of Meals





6.	Q.  May schools ask students for money owed for past meals?





    	A.  Yes, schools may always ask for payment for past meals.  However, any student with enough cash in hand for today’s meal must be allowed to use that cash to purchase today’s meal.  See FY 94 School Programs Memorandum #3, dated February 3, 1994.





 7.	Q.  Can a student with cash in-hand be denied the opportunity to purchase a       school meal?





  	A.  No.  In addition, even though some SFAs/schools have implemented a collection procedure which does not allow for cash to be received in line, denying a student the opportunity to purchase a meal in this instance is a violation of FNS Instruction 791-1, Revision 1.  SFAs/schools may delay the serving of the student’s meal or may require the student to sit in another area besides the cafeteria until such time as he/she complies with the local collection procedure.   





Eligibility for Benefits





8.	Q.  Is there an exception that permits the children in a homeless family to receive free status, based solely on their own family’s household size and income, when their family has been taken in temporarily by another one?





    	A.  No, there is no such exception for the homeless.  The normal rules in the “Eligibility Guidance for School Meals” manual still apply.  In accordance with the answer to question 6 on page 27 of the manual, a temporary free and reduced-price application should be completed for the combined household, and then a new application should be processed as soon as the homeless family’s situation changes.  This assumes that the children are not categorically eligible for free meals because of receiving food stamps or TANF benefits.





9.	Q.  Is a special education student who is over eighteen years old and an SSI recipient always a household of one?  Does the SSI check always count as income to the household?





Receiving SSI does not automatically qualify a student as a family of one. There are no special rules or concessions for SSI recipients. SSI income must be considered as part of the family income unless a determination can be made that the student is living alone or as a separate economic unit.  Follow the “Eligibility Guidance for School Meals” manual on pages 29 and 30.





School officials must often use their own discretion in deciding whether applicants living together in a private dwelling are separate economic units.  When sharing a house with others, prorating of expenses would help establish economic independence.  However, it is a judgment call by the school official. No single factor can be deciding.  The school official must weigh possibly conflicting statements and evidence and must then draw a logical conclusion.  Any determination should be based on the facts in individual cases.  The SFA can use the “Eligibility Guidance for School Meals” as a guide and carefully document in the file the basis for the determination.





Procurement





10. Q.  Are cost-plus-fixed-fee contracts allowed between School Food Authorities and Food Service Management Companies?





Yes, no matter which method of procurement was used: small purchase procedures, competitive sealed bids or competitive negotiations (Requests for Proposals).  Under no circumstances are cost-plus-a-percentage-of-cost or cost-plus-a-percentage-of-income contracts allowed.  See 210.16(c).





Rinsing the Beef





11.	Q. What is USDA’s position on rinsing beef as a method of lowering the fat in meals?





   	A.  USDA recognizes rinsing beef is one of several techniques available to lower the fat content of meat.  USDA does not encourage nor discourage the use of rinsing beef.  If a school chooses to use this technique, Food Service Managers should be sure local food safety and sanitation practices are followed.





Special Milk Program





12.	Q.  Are homeless shelters eligible to be on the Special Milk Program?





   	A.  Yes, as long as they are not on any other Child Nutrition Program.  Homeless shelters qualify under the definition of “settlement houses.”  For additional information, especially about what is an eligible shelter, see FY 92 School Programs Section Policy Memorandum #10, dated April 27, 1992.
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