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Date:
March 30, 2015
To:
Food Service Directors of School Food Authorities (SFAs) Participating in the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Child Nutrition Programs
From:
Jessica Sharkus, RDN, CD

Director, School Nutrition Team
Subject:
Whole Grain-Rich Exemption from the School Meals’ Whole Grain-Rich Requirement for School Years (SYs) 2014-2015 and 2015-2016
Beginning July 1, 2014, federal regulations required that all grains offered in the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program must be whole grain-rich. In Section 751 of the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2015 (Public Law 113-235), Congress directed the Secretary of Agriculture to allow State agencies that administer the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) to grant an exemption from the regulatory whole grain-rich requirement in the meal programs, in SYs 2014-2015 and 2015-2016, to a SFA that demonstrates a hardship in procuring, preparing or serving compliant whole grain-rich products that are acceptable to students. Temporary exemptions are allowed for any type of grain product(s) and may be granted by the State agency based on written justification or documented evidence. Examples of hardship may include financial hardship, limited product availability, unacceptable product quality or poor student acceptance.

Additionally, the provision requires that SFAs that are approved for an exemption must continue, at a minimum, to comply with the SY 2013-2014 requirement to offer at least half of the grains as whole grain-rich products.
If your SFA is experiencing these challenges please review the USDA Guidance Memo SP 20-2015 for more information, including a Q&A section. This along with the survey to apply for this exemption may be found on our website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_menupln#gb. After completing the survey you will be notified as quickly as possible as to whether or not your exemption has been granted. Until your SFA has received an approved exemption, whole grain-rich products must continue to be served to meet meal pattern requirements. It is also important to know that this exemption is available only while acceptable products cannot be procured and while you can demonstrate a continued hardship while preparing or serving whole grain-rich products. 

SFAs that had previously submitted documentation requesting flexibility for whole-grain rich pasta, but did not complete the process will be notified that if they are still interested in pursuing the flexibility, they must re-apply through the new exemption process. SFAs that are already approved for the pasta flexibility retain that flexibility through the end of SY 2014-2015. These SFAs will be receiving an email that will ask if they would like this exemption to continue for the SY 2015-2016. They will need to reply to this email describing steps taken to find acceptable whole grain-rich pasta products since their waiver was approved. Additionally, SFAs with an approved whole grain-rich pasta flexibility who decide they are interested in pursuing an exemption for products other than pasta will need to apply using the new exemption process for these additional products.
In order to assist SFAs in sharing best practices and aid them in identifying, evaluating and incorporating acceptable whole grain-rich products into school menus as soon possible, the School Nutrition Team (SNT) plans to host a Best Practices Sharing Webinar where schools can share whole grain-rich products, recipes or serving methods they have found worked for them. All SFAs that are granted an exemption agree to work closely with the SNT to continue incorporating whole grain-rich products in their menus. Additionally, as part of the application process, SFAs will agree to either attend this webinar live or listen to the recorded version at their earliest convenience. The webinar will be held on May 19, at 2:00 PM. The link to the webinar and afterwards, the recorded webinar, will be posted on our website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_menupln#gb.
For your reference, the USDA Whole Grain Resource for the National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, found on our website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/files/fns/pdf/wgr_nslp_sbp.pdf, provides information to help SFAs identify foods that meet the whole grain-rich criteria and offers suggestions for incorporating whole grain-rich foods into school menus. In addition, for a current list of available whole grain-rich products, SFAs may search:

· The USDA Foods available to Wisconsin SFAs at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_annualsurvey,
· CN Labeling authorized list available at http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnlabeling/authorized-manufacturers-and-labels, and
· The Alliance for a Healthier Generation website available at https://schools.healthiergeneration.org/resources__tools/.
Questions regarding the exemption process can be directed to Tracy Pierick, (608) 266-2596, (tracy.pierick@dpi.wi.gov) or Ariela Haro von Mogel, (608) 267-2882, (ariela.harovonmogel@dpi.wi.gov).
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