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About half of USDA’s budget supports 15 domestic food assistance programs

that serve an estimated 1 in 5 Americans at some point during the year. The goals

of these programs are to provide needy persons with access to a more nutritious

diet, to improve the eating habits of the Nation’s children, and to help America’s

farmers by providing an outlet for the distribution of food purchased under farmer

assistance authorities. The Economic Research Service (ERS) is responsible for con-

ducting studies and evaluations of USDA’s food assistance programs, focusing on

diet and nutritional outcomes, food program targeting and delivery, and program

dynamics and administration. This report uses data from USDA’s Food and

Nutrition Service (FNS) to examine trends in the food assistance programs through

fiscal 2002. It also discusses a recent ERS study on one of the smaller, highly tar-

geted food assistance programs—the Summer Food Service Program.
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National School Lunch Program Grows
The National School Lunch Program provides
nutritious low-cost or free lunches to school-
children. Any child at a participating school
may enroll in the program. Children from fam-
ilies with incomes at or below 130 percent of
the Federal poverty level are eligible for free
meals and those from families between 130
and 185 percent of poverty are eligible for
reduced-price meals. Children from families
with incomes over 185 percent of the poverty 

level pay full price, though their meals are still
subsidized to a small extent. In fiscal 2002:

� Each school day, an average 27.9 million
children participated in the program, or
about 58 percent of all children attending
a participating school. 

� A total of 4.7 billion meals were served
during the year, an increase of 2 percent. 

� Almost half of all meals were free and 9
percent were reduced-price. 

� Spending for the program totaled $6.8 bil-
lion or 5 percent more than the previous
year.
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Note: The figures are based on preliminary data provided by the Food and Nutrition Service as
of November 2002 and are subject to change. Total program expenditures include figures from
other programs not shown in table.

WIC

Total program
expenditures 

Program FY 2001 FY 2002 Change

Average monthly participation (thousands) 17,313 19,110 10.4%

Average monthly benefit per person (dollars) 74.83 79.55 6.3%

Total annual expenditures (billions) 17.8 20.6 15.5%

Average monthly participation (thousands) 7,306 7,489 2.5%

Total annual expenditures (billions) 4.1 4.3 4.6%

Average daily participation (thousands) 27,506 27,909 1.5%

Total annual expenditures (billions) 6.5 6.8 5.3%

Average daily participation (thousands) 7,787 8,125 4.3%

Total annual expenditures (billions) 1.5 1.6 7.7%

Meals served in:
• child care centers (millions) 923 987 6.8%
• family day care homes (millions) 717 709 -1.1%
• adult day care centers (millions) 40 44 9.7%

Total annual expenditures (billions) 1.7 1.9 6.5%

Dollars (billions) 34.2 37.8 10.6%
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Average monthly participation in WIC reaches new high
in FY 2002
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School Breakfast Program Expands
The School Breakfast Program provides low-
cost breakfasts to schoolchildren, with students
from low-income families receiving free or
reduced-price meals (eligibility criteria are the
same as those for the National School Lunch
Program). During fiscal 2002: 

� An average 8.1 million children partici-
pated in the program each school day, or
about 21 percent of all children attending
a participating school.

� Almost 1.4 billion breakfasts were served
during the year, an increase of 5 percent. 

� Of the total breakfasts served, almost
three-quarters were provided free to stu-
dents and another 9 percent were provid-
ed at a reduced price. 

� About 67 percent of the breakfasts served
in the program received “severe need”
reimbursements; schools may qualify for
these higher “severe need” reimburse-
ments if a specified percentage of their
lunches are served free or at reduced
price.

� Spending for the program totaled $1.6 bil-
lion, almost 8 percent more than the pre-
vious year. 

Child and Adult Care Food 
Program Spending Is Up 

The Child and Adult Care Food Program sub-
sidizes healthy meals and snacks in partici-
pating child care centers and homes and adult
day care facilities. The providers of care are
reimbursed for each type of qualifying meal
(breakfast, lunch/supper, or snack) they serve.
During fiscal 2002: 

� About 1.74 billion meals were served, an
increase of 3 percent from fiscal 2001.
About 57 percent of all meals served were
in child care centers, 41 percent were in

family child care homes, and about 3 per-
cent in adult care centers. 

� Compared with the previous year, the
number of meals served in adult day care
centers increased 10 percent, the number
of meals served in child care centers
increased 7 percent while the number of
meals served in family child care homes
decreased 1 percent.

� Expenditures for the Child and Adult Care
Food Program totaled almost $1.9 billion,
an increase of about 7 percent from the
previous year.

Economic and Social Indicators
Economic and social conditions affect partici-
pation in and expenditures on the food assis-
tance programs through their influence on the
size of the eligible population, the rate of par-
ticipation among eligible people, and benefit
levels. Historically, changes in the country’s
economic conditions significantly affect partic-
ipation in the Food Stamp Program. The num-
ber of food stamp recipients typically rises dur-
ing recessionary periods when the numbers of
unemployed and poor persons increases, and
falls during periods of economic growth as the
numbers of unemployed and poor persons
decrease. 

After the longest post-war expansionary period
in U.S. history, the economy fell into recession
in March 2001. The economy remained slug-
gish through 2002. The annual unemployment
rate increased from 4.8 percent in 2001 to 5.8
percent in 2002, the highest rate in 8 years.

The economic slowdown explains at least in
part the large increase in the number of food
stamp participants during fiscal 2002; during
that time, the Food Stamp Program also
increased efforts to improve access to the pro-
gram. More households are expected to be eli-
gible for USDA’s food assistance programs if
the weak labor market continues in fiscal 2003. 
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Number of food stamp recipients, unemployed, and people
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1975 80 85 90 95 00
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Unemployed

Food stamps recipients

Poverty

02

Note: Gray bars indicate recessions.

Meals served in the School Breakfast Program by type of 
reimbursement, FY 2002

Full price
17%

Reduced price
9%

Free
74%




