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Fiscal Implications: The Department of Health (DOH) defers to the Department of Education 1 

(DOE) and Hawaii State Public Charter School Commission for fiscal implications of 2 

implementation.  3 

Department Position: The DOH offers comments on House Bill 1779, House Draft 1 (H.B. 1779 4 

H.D. 1) which expands free school meal coverage, beginning with the 2029-2030 school year, to 5 

all public school students, including public charter school students, regardless of whether the 6 

student participates in a federal school meals program.  7 

Department Testimony: Proper and adequate nutrition is essential for student focus, classroom 8 

engagement, and academic success. Students who are food insecure and do not have access to 9 

consistent, healthy meals are at increased risk for stress, anxiety and depression, and chronic 10 

diseases. Providing universal free school meals enhances the nutritional intake of students and 11 

promotes equitable access to the opportunity to learn and engage in school. 12 

The National School Lunch program is vital but currently fails to reach every food 13 

insecure child in need in Hawaii. One in three families in Hawaii is food insecure, and one in five 14 

households had members who were hungry but did not eat because there was not enough 15 
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money for food.1 Hawaii’s current eligibility threshold for participation in the free school 1 

breakfast and lunch program is 300% of the federal poverty level ($113,000 for a family of 2 

four), however 50% of households in Hawaii with children earn below the Asset Limited, 3 

Income Constrained, Employed (ALICE) Threshold and cannot afford the basics needed to live 4 

and work in the modern economy.2 Many students from ALICE households start their 5 

schooldays hungry and nearly half (46%) of ALICE households struggle with consistent food 6 

access.2 Additionally, students themselves report going hungry because there was not enough 7 

food in their home.3 8 

Providing universal free school meals ensures that Hawaii’s keiki have equitable access 9 

to healthy, nutritious meals and drastically reduces the administrative burden on both families 10 

and schools caused by the current requirement to demonstrate income and need.  11 

Hawaii can help address the alarming food insecurity in our communities by joining 12 

eight other states implementing a universal free schools meals program and ensuring our keiki 13 

have the support and access they need to healthy, nutritious meals to enhance their health, 14 

well-being, and academic success across our state. 15 

Offered Amendments: None. 16 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify on this measure. 17 

 
1 The State of Food Insecurity in Hawaiʻi 2024-2025. Hawaiʻi Foodbank. Accessed January 26, 2026. 
HawaiiFoodbank_FoodInsecurityReport_2025-25.pdf 
2 ALICE in Hawai‘i: 2024 Facts and Figures. Aloha United Way. Accessed January 26, 2026. 
https://www.auw.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/2024_ALICE-Report_Facts-and-Figures_v-25-01-09.pdf 
3 Hawaii State Departments of Education and Health. Hawaii Health Data Warehouse, Hawaii School Health Survey: 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey. Nutrition/Health - went hungry, past 30 days by Year, 2023. Published September 20, 
2024. Accessed January 26, 2026. 

https://hawaiifoodbank.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/HawaiiFoodbank_FoodInsecurityReport_2025-25.pdf
https://www.auw.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/2024_ALICE-Report_Facts-and-Figures_v-25-01-09.pdf
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Title of Bill: HB1779, HD1, RELATING TO SCHOOL MEALS.

Purpose of Bill: Expands free school meal coverage, beginning with the 2029-2030 
school year, to all public school students, including public charter 
school students, regardless of whether the student participates in 
a federal school meals program. Effective 7/1/3000. (HD1)

Department's Position:

The Hawaii State Department of Education (Department) supports the intent of HB 
1779, HD 1.  The school meal program operates in each of the Department's non-
charter schools and offers meals to its students in elementary through high school.  
The Department understands the importance of child nutrition and its role in improving 
overall student health and agrees that children should have adequate meals provided to 
them, including breakfast and lunch.  It supports free meals if the State can subsidize 
what is not received through Federal claim reimbursements. 

In order to carry this out, funds would need to be appropriated to cover the cost.  The 
Department would request that the appropriation in the measure be directed to the 
Department’s School Food Services Branch (SFSB) which manages the school food 
program operations and the state funding for the Department’s non-charter schools.

The cost to cover the cash sales for all students who currently pay for their meals 
would be approximately $16,058,765, at the current meal participation rates.  This 
number ranges due to several variables, including reimbursement rate changes, meal 
participation and labor increases, food and supply cost increases, and lower return 
rates of meal benefit applications, resulting in more students qualifying at the paid 
reimbursement rate.  For example, currently, lunch participation is approximately 50%.  
If that were to increase to 60%, the fiscal need would be at minimum $26,526,938 for all 
students who would normally pay for their meals because of the increase in 
unsubsidized meal costs.

The entire amount of funding in addition to the recurring allocation the Department 
would need for Universal Meals for all students (including covering the cash sales for 
reduced price, ALICE and paid students, and the unsubsidized cost of meals) would be 
$50,393,332 at the current participation rates.  At 60% participation, the entire amount 

finance4
Text Box
 LATE *Testimony submitted late may not be considered by the Committee for decision making purposes. 



of funding needed would be $111,445,939.  If fewer students submit meal benefit 
applications when meals are free for all, the costs would rise. 

The Department appreciates this proposal and asks that any additional funding does 
not affect the Governor’s approved budget requests.  Thank you for the opportunity to 
testify on this measure.
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FOR: HB 1779 RELATING TO SCHOOL MEALS 

DATE: March 4, 2026 

TIME: 10:00 A.M. 

COMMITTEE: Committee on Finance 

ROOM: Conference Room 423 & Videoconference 

FROM: Ed H. Noh, Ed. D., Executive Director 
 State Public Charter School Commission 
 
 
Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi and members of the Committee: 
 
The State Public Charter School Commission (“Commission”) appreciates the opportunity to 
offer testimony in SUPPORT with COMMENTS on HB 1779 HD1 which expands free school meal 
coverage, beginning with the 2029-2030 school year, to all public school students, including 
public charter school students, regardless of whether the student participates in a federal 
school meals program.  
 
The State Public Charter School Commission supports the intent of this bill.  However, not all 
charter schools are able to provide meals for their students due to lack of facilities, and those 
that do subsidize meals do so through their per pupil allocation. Each charter school develops 
its own budget addressing the needs of the students they serve.  In addition, the governing 
board of each charter school would set policies respectful of collection of fees.  Therefore, the 
Commission suggests the following language: 

• §302D-     School meals. (c)  Charter school governing boards may adopt rules or 
policies governing the collection of funds for student meal accounts with a negative 
fund balance; provided that no rule or policy shall prohibit feeding a student or 
otherwise conflict with subsection (b). 

 
Charter Schools serve just under 14,000 students without the support of centralized purchasing 
or food preparation.  The Commission appreciates the legislature considering a separate 
appropriation to charter schools to support this worthy goal to provide free healthy meals to all 
public school students, which includes charter schools. 



 
 

The Commission is available to work with this committee, the DOE, all school food related 
agencies, and our public charter schools in moving this legislation forward. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide this testimony.     



 
Chair Todd 
Vice Chair Takenouchi 
House Committee on Finance 
 
Tuesday, March 3rd, 2026 
2:00 PM 
 
TESTIMONY IN STRONG SUPPORT OF HB1779 RELATING TO SCHOOL LUNCHES 
 
Aloha Members of the House Committee on Finance. 
 
The Hawai‘i State Youth Commission was first created through Act 106 in 2018, “to advise the 
governor and legislature on the effects of legislative policies, needs, assessments, priorities, 
programs, and budgets concerning the youth of the State.” The Hawai‘i State Youth 
Commission’s Education legislative committee is in strong support of House Bill 1779. 
 
As young people, we understand how deeply hunger impacts learning. The bill highlights 
research showing that food insecurity is linked to higher risks of stress, depression, and chronic 
disease, and that universal free school meals have led to measurable academic gains, the 
equivalent of six additional weeks of learning. When students are nourished, we are more 
engaged, more present, and more able to succeed. 
 
Just as importantly, this measure affirms student dignity. The bill clearly states that no student 
shall be denied a meal solely for failure to pay. Universal meals remove stigma. They eliminate 
the visible line between who can pay and who cannot. They tell every student: you belong here, 
and your well-being matters. 
 
From a youth perspective, this is about more than food. It is about equity. It is about ensuring 
that students from rural communities, neighbor islands, immigrant families, Native Hawaiian 
families, and working-class households all have the same opportunity to thrive. It is about 
recognizing that rising costs of living affect our families, and that supporting students is one of 
the strongest investments the State can make. 
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As Commissioners entrusted with uplifting the voices of Hawai‘i’s youth, we respectfully urge 
you to pass HB1779. No student should have to choose between learning and hunger. By 
advancing this bill, you are choosing to stand with students and affirm that our health, dignity, 
and success are priorities for this Legislature. 
 
Mahalo for the opportunity to testify. 
 
The Hawaiʻi State Youth Commission 
hawaiistateyc@gmail.com 
 
 
 



 
 

Date:  March 3, 2026 
  
To:    ​ Rep. Chris Todd, Chair 

Rep. Jenna Takenouchi, Vice Chair 
      ​ Members of the House Committee on Finance 
   ​  
RE:      Support for HB 1779 HD1, Relating to School Meals 
  
Hrg:   ​Wednesday, March 4, 2026 at 10:00 AM, Conference Room 308 

 
Hawai‘i Public Health Institute (HIPHI)1 and the Healthy Eating + Active Living 
(HEAL) Statewide Coalition2 are in support of HB 1779 HD1, which expands free 
school meals to all public school students beginning in 2029-2030. 
 
One in three families in Hawai‘i face food insecurity, leaving many students 
to go hungry throughout the school day. One in ten keiki in Hawai‘i skip 
meals due to food insecurity. Hawai‘i can ensure all students are able to 
eat by providing free school meals for all students. 
 
Hunger is a Roadblock to a Strong Education 
Hungry students can’t learn. Providing healthy nutrition to our students 
will ensure they have the resources they need to thrive. Studies have 
shown that free school meal programs lead to improved student 
performance. This program is only estimated to cost around 1-2% of the 
Department of Education’s (DOE) total budget and provide a 15% increase 
in test scores, a 15:1 return on investment.3 
 
Hungry Students Face Increased Health Risks 
Students experiencing food insecurity face a higher risk of stress, 
depression, and chronic disease.4 By failing to ensure they have access to 
meals during the school day, we are undermining their health, 
development, and future success.5 

5Universal School Meals and Associations with Student Participation, Attendance, Academic 
Performance, Diet Quality, Food Security, and Body Mass Index: A Systematic Review 

4“Food Insecurity and Psychological Distress”. Candice A. Meyers. 
3 “Universal free lunch is linked to better test scores in New York City, new report finds” 

2 The Healthy Eating + Active Living (HEAL) Coalition, formerly known as the Obesity 
Prevention Task Force, was created by the legislature in 2012 and is comprised of over 60 
statewide organizations. The HEAL Coalition works to make recommendations to reshape 
Hawai'i's school, work, community, and health care environments, making healthier 
lifestyles obtainable for all Hawai'i residents. 

1  Hawai‘i Public Health Institute’s mission is to advance health and wellness for the people 
and islands of Hawai‘i. We do this through expanding our understanding of what creates 
health of people and place, fostering partnerships , and cultivating programs to improve 
policies, systems, and the environments where people live, learn, work, age, and play. 
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https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8000006/#sec5-nutrients-13-00911
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8000006/#sec5-nutrients-13-00911
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7282962/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2019/10/15/21121847/universal-free-lunch-is-linked-to-better-test-scores-in-new-york-city-new-report-finds/


 

 

Free School Meals Programs Have Led to Federal Funding Increases 
Eight other states–California, Colorado, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New Mexico 
and Vermont–have implemented free school meal programs, with data showing increases in their 
federal reimbursement funding. In California, free and reduced-price lunch enrollment rates have 
risen alongside the implementation of their program, further maximizing federal support for 
students.6 Hawai‘i can follow the lead of these other states by implementing free school meals for 
all students while also increasing the federal funding we receive to support the program. 
 
Removing Benefits Cliffs 
Many students who are food insecure are not eligible for free school meals. These students need 
help but are unable to get it because our program isn’t inclusive enough. Creating a program where 
all students are eligible ensures that no student facing food insecurity goes hungry. 
 
Applications are a Barrier to Accessibility 
The current system requires families to fill out paperwork that can be a barrier to enrollment.7 
From embarrassment for participating in federal programs, to fear of being targeted by 
immigration, or for not having the correct paperwork to prove eligibility, there are dozens of 
reasons why an eligible family may not enroll in the existing meal programs.8 It’s important we 
don’t keep any students from accessing meals throughout the day, regardless of their situation. 
 
Ending Stigma Based on Economic Status 
Lastly, free school meals for all can remove the stigma that students feel when participating in free 
school meals programs.9 Economic situations should not play a factor in how students socialize 
with one another, but the existing program creates these dynamics. Removing economic status 
from a student's daily experience can create a more welcoming and comfortable environment for 
the entire student body. 
 
Ending Childhood Hunger is Inexpensive 
Using the DOE’s 2025 Report on Meal Cost10 and their increased participation rate estimates, we 
calculated lost revenue of $14.58 million for existing student meal purchasers, and increased input 
costs due to higher participation rates of $18.09 million, leading to a total cost of HB 1779 in the 
2029-2030 school year of $32.67 million. Calculations can be found on page 3 of our testimony. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify in support of free school meals for all. 
 
Mahalo, 

 
Nate Hix 
Director of Policy and Advocacy  

10 Report on Meal Cost. Hawai‘i Department of Education. December 2025. 
9 Stop the shame and the hunger: the need for school meal program reform. 
8 Food Over Fear: Overcoming Barriers to Connect Latinx Immigrant Families to Federal Nutrition and Food Programs. 
7Key Steps to Improve Access to Free and Reduced-Price School Meals. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 
6“Free or Reduced-Price Meal (Student Poverty) Data”. California Department of Education.  
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https://hawaiipublicschools.org/wp-content/uploads/DOE_REPORT2026_MealCost.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0190740923004413
https://www.nilc.org/resources/food-over-fear-frac-nilc/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/key-steps-to-improve-access-to-free-and-reduced-price-school-meals
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ad/filessp.asp


 

 

 
Estimated Costs of HB 1779 
Free School Meals in 2029-2030 
 
The Department of Education's Report on 
Meal Cost shows 7.1 million student meals 
sold in the 2024-2025 school year. If 18% 
are breakfast and 82% are lunch, based on 
past figures, we calculate $17.38 million in 
revenue on full-priced meals. Subtracting 
the $2.8 million in meal prices covered in 
SB 1300 for families with incomes below 
300% of the Federal Poverty Level, that 
leaves total lost revenue of $14.58 million 
for  the 2029-2030 school year. 
 

Lost Revenue for Existing Participants 

 
Meals 
Served 

Estimated 
Lost 
Revenue 

Estimated 
Full-Priced $1.10 
Breakfasts in 
2024-2025 1.3 million $1,430,000 

Estimated 
Full-Priced $2.75 
Lunches in 
2024-2025 5.8 million $15,950,000 

Total Full Priced 
Meals Served in 
2024-2025 7.1 million $17,380,000 

Estimated Lost 
Revenue for 
Households <300% 
FPL, Covered 
under SB 1300  $2,800,000 

Total Estimated 
Lost Revenue 
($17,380,000 - 
$2,800,000)  $14,580,000 

 

With free school meals, the DOE projects a 
possible increase in participation rate from 
50% to 60%. That would lead to an 
additional 3.9 million meals. The per-meal 
cost is $4.66, calculated from variable input 
costs including ingredients, milk, and 
materials. Fixed costs such as labor are 
excluded. This results in additional DOE 
costs of $18.09 million in the 2029-2030 
school year. 
 
Additional Costs for Increased Participation 

Ingredients, Milk and 
Materials & Supply 
Cost per Meal $4.66  

Additional Meals 
Served with 60% 
Participation Rate 3.9 million  

Total Cost of 
Additional Meals 
($4.66 x 3.9 million)  $18,090,000 

 
 
Adding the lost revenue and the 
increased participation costs, the total 
estimated cost of HB 1779 in the 
2029-2030 school year is $32.67 million. 
 

Total Estimated Cost of HB 1779 in 
2029-2030 

Total Estimated Lost 
Revenue  $14,580,000 

Total Cost of Additional 
Meals  $18,090,000 

Total Estimated Cost 
of HB 1779 in 
2029-2030  $32,670,000 
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https://hawaiipublicschools.org/wp-content/uploads/DOE_REPORT2026_MealCost.pdf
https://hawaiipublicschools.org/wp-content/uploads/DOE_REPORT2026_MealCost.pdf
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/Reach-Report-2025.pdf
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/archives/measure_indiv_Archives.aspx?billtype=SB&billnumber=1300&year=2025
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Kris Coffield, Chairperson • Camron Hurt, Vice Chairperson • 
Amy Perruso and Justin Hughey, SCC Members 

                             

HOUSE BILL 1779, HD1, RELATING TO SCHOOL MEALS 

 
MARCH 4,  2026 ·  F IN HEARING 

POSITION: Support. 

RATIONALE: The Democratic Party of Hawai’i Education Caucus supports HB 1779, HD1, 

which expands free school meal coverage, beginning with the 2029-2030 school year, to all public 

school students, including public charter school students, regardless of whether the student 

participates in a federal school meals program.  

Hungry children can’t learn.  

According to a recent ALICE (Asset Limited Income Constrained Employed) report, nearly half 

(46 percent) of ALICE households struggle with consistent food access. The report also found 

that over one-third (37 percent) of households have considered leaving Hawaiʻi due to high living 

and housing costs. This measure builds on last year’s historic passage of Act 139–which 

expanded free school meals to those earning up to 300 percent of the federal poverty limit by the 

2026-2027 school year–by creating a statutory mandate to extend free school meals to all 

students within the next five years.  

Studies have shown that schools that implement free school meals experience gains in Math and 

English test scores equivalent to six additional weeks of school, making this a sustainable 

intervention in support of learning growth. Additionally, a recent study released by the National 



 

2 

Bureau of Economic Research examined whether the provision of schoolwide free meals through 

the Community Eligibility Provision impacted school suspension rates and estimated that the 

chances of being suspended multiple times fell in both elementary school and in middle school. 

Moreover, a 2021 study by the Brookings Institute found that schoolwide free meals improve math 

performance. This is further bolstered by research conducted by the Food Research and Action 

Center, which has noted that students who participate in school breakfast programs have 

improved attendance, behavior, academic performance, and achievement. Studies have clearly 

demonstrated the link between school meals and student success, which is especially important 

as schools and educators continue to strategize how to combat the lingering loss of opportunity 

to learn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Improving access to school meals will boost overall health outcomes, both now and in the future. 

Thirty million students rely on schools to provide them with breakfast and lunch every day in the 

United States. Those who participate in the school meal program consume breakfasts and 

lunches of higher nutritional quality than nonparticipants and are more likely to eat fruits and 

vegetables. Participation in the school breakfast program is associated with lower body mass 

index (BMI), lower probability of being overweight, and a lower likelihood of obesity. More 

Americans are sick than they are healthy: half of adults have diabetes or prediabetes; more than 

half of adults have cardiovascular disease; and 3 in 4 adults are overweight or obese. Healthcare 

costs account for 29 percent of state budgets and 28 percent of the federal budget.  

As the National Education Association has stated, through universal free school meals programs, 

“We can grow generations of healthy eaters and save our country billions.” School meals cost 

less per student when more students participate in a free meal program. An article in Nutrients 

entitled “Universal Free Meals Associated with Lower Meal Costs While Maintaining Nutritional 

Quality” found that schools that participated in a universal meal program spent 67 and 58 cents 

less per lunch and breakfast, respectively, while maintaining the same nutritional quality. Nutrition 

is essential to academic success. This bill will help to ensure that Hawai’i’s keiki are healthy and 

ready to reach their full potential.  

Contact: educationcaucusdph@gmail.com · 808-679-7454 
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House Committee on Finance 

Hawai’i Alliance for Progressive Action (HAPA) Supports: HB1779 HD1 

Wednesday, March 4th, 2026 at: 10:00 a.m.; Conference Room 308 
 
Aloha Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi and Members of the Committee, 

HAPA supports HB1779 HD1 which expands free school meal coverage, beginning with the 
2029-2030 school year, to all Department of Education and Charter Schools students regardless 
of whether the student participates in a federal school meals program. 

One in three households in Hawaii report food insecurity,1 and almost half (46%) of ALICE 
households reported food insecurity2. Yet two out of three financially vulnerable families in our 
state are ineligible for free school meals3. Implementing free school meals for all can provide 
food security to students who may otherwise not eat at all. 
 
Nutrition is essential to all growing children and teenagers. It has been shown to vastly improve 
academic outcomes. However, there are still up to one in four children in Hawaiʻi that regularly 
go without enough nutritious meals at home. This means that for many children in Hawaiʻi, 
school breakfast and lunch are the most nutritious meals they get in a day. Being able to feed all 
students regardless of need at no cost to the students allows for us to remove the stigma of 
being on "Free/Reduced Lunch" programs, and also removes a huge burden from parents who 
will no longer have to worry about making sure their children are able to eat while at school. 
 
Access to healthy meals ensures better learning outcomes for students. Please support 
HB1779 HD1 to reduce food insecurity for our keiki!  
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Respectfully, 

 

Anne Frederick 
Executive Director 

3chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/re
source-files/APECIII-Vol1.pdf 

2 https://www.auw.org/auw-alice-report-2024/ 
1 https://hawaiifoodbank.org/food-insecurity/ 
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To: House Committee on Finance  
Re: HB1779 HD1 – Relating to School Meals 
 Hawai‘i State Capitol & Via Videoconference 
 March 4, 2026, 10:00 AM 
 
Dear Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi, and Committee Members,   
 
On behalf of Hawai‘i Children’s Action Network Speaks!, I am writing in SUPPORT of HB1779 HD1. This 
bill expands free school meal coverage, beginning with the 2029-2030 school year, to all public school 
students, including public charter school students, regardless of whether the student participates in a 
federal school meals program. 
 
Hawai‘i public schools provide students with nutritious meals through the federal National School Lunch 
Program and School Breakfast Program. The federal income limit for free school meals is 130% of the 
federal poverty level and for reduced-price meals is 185% of the federal poverty level. 
 
Last session, you and your colleagues expanded free school meal coverage to students who currently 
qualify for reduced-price lunch, and next school year it will be further expanded to students whose 
family income is up to 300% of the federal poverty level,1 which is just about the ALICE income level.  
 
It would be more efficient to simply provide free meals for all students, as schools would benefit from 
reduced administrative burdens because they no longer need to collect meal payments. A well-designed 
study found that universal free school meals provide average administrative savings of 67.3 cents per 
lunch and 58.5 cents per breakfast served.2 
 
The nutrition and health benefits of universal free school meals is well documented,3  and currently 111 
DOE schools are already providing universal free meals, 4  so it would make sense to build from there. 
This bill would strengthen our educational system by investing in our children’s most basic needs so they 
are ready to learn and thrive. 
 
Mahalo for the opportunity to provide this testimony. Please pass this bill. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Nicole Woo 
Director of Research and Economic Policy 

                                                           
1 https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/archives/measure_indiv_Archives.aspx?billtype=SB&billnumber=1300&year=2025 
2 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7922198/  
3 https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/forefront.20220504.114330/  
4 https://www.hawaiipublicschools.org/TeachingAndLearning/HealthAndNutrition/StudentHealthResources/Pages/CEP.aspx  
 
 





 

 
 
Date of Hearing: 4 March, 2026 
 
To: Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi and the House Committee on Finance  
 
Subject: HB 1779 HD1, Relating to Education 
 
Aloha, 

Hawaiʻi Food+ Policy submits testimony in strong support of HB1779 HD1, which 
expands access to free school meals for students across the State. HB1779 HD1 will directly 
benefit students, working families, teachers, and broader community wellbeing. When students 
have access to nutritious meals at school, families experience reduced financial stress, 
educators see improved classroom engagement, and schools are better able to support 
students’ learning and health. 

We strongly support the bill’s intent to move toward universal school meals, which helps 
eliminate the stigma associated with free or reduced-price meal programs. Universal or 
near-universal access normalizes school meals as part of the educational environment, rather 
than as a marker of family income. This will support keiki from ALICE families who might not 
qualify for traditional assistance but struggle with high costs of living in our State. As the 
Legislature considers HB1779 HD1 and HB1561 HD1, we encourage continued movement 
toward a comprehensive, systemwide universal meals framework that applies equitably across 
both DOE and public charter schools. 

We also support the bill’s language applying to schools “where students are required to 
eat meals at school.” This provision appropriately ensures that when schools operate under 
closed-campus or similar policies that require students to remain on campus during meal times, 
those schools must also take responsibility for providing meals. No keiki should be required to 
stay on campus without access to food security. 

HB1779 HD1 addresses a critical need. Testimony has highlighted how there will always 
be an imperceptible gap between ‘Attend Today’ and ‘Achieve Tomorrow’ if keiki are hungry and 
unable to concentrate in school. Ensuring consistent access to school meals is a proven 
strategy to ameliorate educational inequality, by improving attendance, academic performance, 
and student wellbeing. Hawaiʻi Food+ Policy urges the Committee to pass HB1779 HD1. 
 
Mahalo,  
Brandon Kinard & the Food+ Policy Team 
#fixourfoodsystem 

 
The Food+ Policy internship develops student advocates who learn work skills while increasing civic engagement to become 
emerging leaders. We focus on good food systems policy because we see the importance and potential of the food system in 
combating climate change and increasing the health, equity, and resiliency of Hawaiʻi communities.  
 

In 2026, the cohort of interns are undergraduate and graduate students and young professionals working in the food system.  
They are a mix of traditional and nontraditional students, including parents and veterans, who have backgrounds in education, 
farming, public health, nutrition, and Hawaiian culture. 





 

 

House Finance Committee 
Wednesday, March 4, 2026 at 10:00AM 

RE: Support for HB 1779, Relating to School Meals 
 
Dear Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi, and Members of the Committee, 

​​The Hawaiʻi Hunger Action Network, a coalition of more than twenty local 
organizations with the mission to advocate for food security for Hawaiʻi 
households, would like to express strong support for HB 1779 which 
would ensure Universal Free School Meals (UFSM) for all public school 
students.  

This would not be an immediate budget hit to the state. This bill upholds 
the 5-year-plan to achieve free school meals by 2030, giving ample time 
to plan and phase in funding by School Year 2029-30 . 

In Hawaiʻi, where 34 percent of children are reported to experience food 
insecurity, free school meals are not just beneficial—they are essential to 
students’ health, learning, and well-being.1 Offering up to two free meals a 
day would eliminate the stigma associated with unpaid meal balances, 
ensuring that every student has access to healthy food, regardless of their 
family's financial situation. UFSM has even proven to improve academic 
performance in other states by ensuring children receive proper nutrition 
necessary for healthy development and learning.2  

​​Thank you for your leadership and for your consideration of this important 
legislation because keiki cannot learn when they are hungry. 
​​  
​​With aloha, 
​​Hawaiʻi Hunger Action Network membership 

2 Amy E. Schwartz & Michah W. Rothbart, “Let Them Eat Lunch: The Impact of Universal Free Meals on Student Performance,” Maxwell 
School Center for Policy Research, July 2019. 
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d_8  

1 Hawaiʻi Foodbank, “The State of Food Insecurity in Hawaiʻi,” 2025.  

 

2026 Network Members 

Aloha Harvest 

Aloha United Way 

Chef Hui 

City and County of Honolulu 

County of Hawai'i 

Hawai'i Alliance for 
Progressive Action (HAPA) 

Hawai‘i Appleseed 

Hawai‘i Children’s Action 
Network 

Hawaiʻi Dept. of Agriculture 

Hawaiʻi Dept. of Health 

Hawai‘i Food Bank 

Hawaiʻi Food Bank - Kaua‘i 
Branch 

Hawai‘i Good Food Alliance 

Hawai‘i Public Health Institute 

Kōkua Kalihi Valley 

Lanakila Pacific 

Mālama Kaua'i 

Maui Department of 
Agriculture 

Maui Food Bank 

Parents and Children Together 

Supersistence 

The Food Basket 

The Pantry, by Feeding Hawaiʻi 
Together 

Wai'anae Coast 
Comprehensive Health Center 

 

hawaiihungeraction.org 

 

https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d_8
https://hawaiifoodbank.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/HFB.ExecutiveSummary2025_Web-FINAL.pdf


mailto:info@auw.org
http://www.auw.org/
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=2f3851fcbecc9cf819218873f34c3143b5d33d3514a4421e9963992350f7fc6fJmltdHM9MTc2OTU1ODQwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=139cdc9f-8c00-66c8-07a3-cf468d666743&u=a1L21hcHM_Jm1lcGk9MH5-RW1iZWRkZWR-QWRkcmVzc19MaW5rJnR5PTE4JnE9QWxvaGElMjBVbml0ZWQlMjBXYXkmc3M9eXBpZC5ZTjhFMUM2MzMyN0RDOUI3NDAmcHBvaXM9MjEuMzE3MjQ5Mjk4MDk1NzAzXy0xNTcuODU5NDk3MDcwMzEyNV9BbG9oYSUyMFVuaXRlZCUyMFdheV9ZTjhFMUM2MzMyN0RDOUI3NDB-JmNwPTIxLjMxNzI0OX4tMTU3Ljg1OTQ5NyZ2PTImc1Y9MSZGT1JNPU1QU1JQTA&ntb=1


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Testimony of the Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice 
Support for HB 1779 – Relating to School Meals 

House Committee on Finance 
Wednesday, March 4, 2026 at 10:00AM 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  
 

 
Dear Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi, and members of the Committee: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in strong support of HB 1779, which would expand 
free school meal coverage to all Department of Education (HIDOE) public and public charter school 
students regardless of whether the student is eligible beginning with the 2029-2030 school year. 

Providing free school meals to all students does more than just address food insecurity. Studies of 
universal free school meals in other states have shown significant improvements in test scores and 
academic performance, and research consistently links proper nutrition to better healthy development 
and learning outcomes.1 UFSM also creates a more inclusive and supportive school environment, and 
can even support Farm-to-School initiatives and local farmers by incorporating fresh, locally grown 
produce into school meals.  

We were very pleased with the legislature’s passage of SB 1300 (now Act 139) last session, and 
Governor Josh Green’s stated commitment to achieving free school meals for all students in the next five 
years.2 This bill puts that commitment to paper, without any financial impact to the state until Fiscal 
Year 2030.  

Using meal count data from HIDOE, we estimate the cost of the bill would be ~$16.3 million to cover 
HIDOE students at current participation rates. However, this doesn't account for other ongoing costs the 
Department will incur regardless of this proposal, which explains the discrepancy between our 
estimates. The Department is also short an additional $36 million, bringing the total program cost (if 
this bill passes) to ~$52 million in FY2030. 

We also estimate an additional $1.3 million to extend this benefit to public charter school students. This 
does not account for administrative costs. See our cost analysis attached to this testimony.  

If the price tag for this service is cause for concern, there are other ways the state might consider making 
up the shortfall that don’t place the burden on public school parents. Several bills being considered by 
this committee this week–and hopefully later on this session–would appropriately tax corporations and 
Hawaiʻi’s wealthiest residents, raising anywhere from $36 million to $260 million – enough to fund this 
service multiple times over.  

2 Hawaii News Now, “Gov. Green Revisits Hawaiʻi’s Tsunami Preparedness, Food Security, His Future in Politics,” August 4 2025, 
www.hawaiinewsnow.com/video/2025/08/04/gov-green-revisits-hawaiis-tsunami-preparedness-food-security-his-future-politics/ 

1 Amy E. Schwartz & Michah W. Rothbart, “Let Them Eat Lunch: The Impact of Universal Free Meals on Student Performance,” 
Maxwell School Center for Policy Research, July 2019. 
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d
_8  

 

http://www.hawaiinewsnow.com/video/2025/08/04/gov-green-revisits-hawaiis-tsunami-preparedness-food-security-his-future-politics/
http://www.hawaiinewsnow.com/video/2025/08/04/gov-green-revisits-hawaiis-tsunami-preparedness-food-security-his-future-politics/
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d_8
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d_8
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Hawaii Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice 
Page 2 of 2​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

 
We are pleased that the Hawaiʻi legislature is paying attention to this important issue. Thank you for 
your consideration of this bill. 

 

 Figure: Revenue Sources for School Meals - HIDOE Schools 

 
Source: HIDOE FY2025 Quarter 2 Fiscal Report, School Food Services, available at: 
https://hawaiipublicschools.org/data-reports/fiscal 

 
 
Table: Annual Cost Estimates starting FY2030 - HIDOE Public and Public Charter Schools 
 

 

Current participation 
levels  
(2024-25 data) 

Projected 
(assumes a 10% increase 
in participation) 

HIDOE Schools only 
Accounts for the loss of student co-pays only (breakfast 
and lunch at 2025 co-pay prices)  
Co-pays are currently paid by all students over 185% 
FPL. 

$16,319,370 $31,182,471 

Public Charter Schools only 
Assumes the state will cover: 
- The federal per-meal reimbursement rate for 
reduced-price and paid students (at non-CEP schools) 
- A $1-per-meal subsidy for all students (at CEP schools) 

$1,368,947 N/A 

Total (not including administrative costs) $17,688,317 32,551,418 

 

 
 

The Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice advocates for economic justice for and with 
Hawaiʻi’s people. We envision a Hawaiʻi that puts its people first—where everyone can meet their basic needs 

while living happy, healthy and creative lives.  
. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Testimony of the Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice 
Support for HB 1779 – Relating to School Meals 

House Committee on Finance 
Wednesday, March 4, 2026 at 10:00AM 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  
 

 
Dear Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi, and members of the Committee: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in strong support of HB 1779, which would expand 
free school meal coverage to all Department of Education (HIDOE) public and public charter school 
students regardless of whether the student is eligible beginning with the 2029-2030 school year. 

Providing free school meals to all students does more than just address food insecurity. Studies of 
universal free school meals in other states have shown significant improvements in test scores and 
academic performance, and research consistently links proper nutrition to better healthy development 
and learning outcomes.1 UFSM also creates a more inclusive and supportive school environment, and 
can even support Farm-to-School initiatives and local farmers by incorporating fresh, locally grown 
produce into school meals.  

We were very pleased with the legislature’s passage of SB 1300 (now Act 139) last session, and 
Governor Josh Green’s stated commitment to achieving free school meals for all students in the next five 
years.2 This bill puts that commitment to paper, without any financial impact to the state until Fiscal 
Year 2030.  

Using meal count data from HIDOE, we estimate the cost of the bill would be ~$16.3 million to cover 
HIDOE students at current participation rates. However, this doesn't account for other ongoing costs the 
Department will incur regardless of this proposal, which explains the discrepancy between our 
estimates. The Department is also short an additional $36 million, bringing the total program cost (if 
this bill passes) to ~$52 million in FY2030. 

We also estimate an additional $1.3 million to extend this benefit to public charter school students. This 
does not account for administrative costs. See our cost analysis attached to this testimony.  

If the price tag for this service is cause for concern, there are other ways the state might consider making 
up the shortfall that don’t place the burden on public school parents. Several bills being considered by 
this committee this week–and hopefully later on this session–would appropriately tax corporations and 
Hawaiʻi’s wealthiest residents, raising anywhere from $36 million to $260 million – enough to fund this 
service multiple times over.  

2 Hawaii News Now, “Gov. Green Revisits Hawaiʻi’s Tsunami Preparedness, Food Security, His Future in Politics,” August 4 2025, 
www.hawaiinewsnow.com/video/2025/08/04/gov-green-revisits-hawaiis-tsunami-preparedness-food-security-his-future-politics/ 

1 Amy E. Schwartz & Michah W. Rothbart, “Let Them Eat Lunch: The Impact of Universal Free Meals on Student Performance,” 
Maxwell School Center for Policy Research, July 2019. 
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d
_8  

 

http://www.hawaiinewsnow.com/video/2025/08/04/gov-green-revisits-hawaiis-tsunami-preparedness-food-security-his-future-politics/
http://www.hawaiinewsnow.com/video/2025/08/04/gov-green-revisits-hawaiis-tsunami-preparedness-food-security-his-future-politics/
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d_8
https://www.maxwell.syr.edu/docs/default-source/research/cpr/working-papers/wp-203-let-them-eat-lunch.pdf?sfvrsn=efae783d_8
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Hawaii Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice 
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We are pleased that the Hawaiʻi legislature is paying attention to this important issue. Thank you for 
your consideration of this bill. 

 

 Figure: Revenue Sources for School Meals - HIDOE Schools 

 
Source: HIDOE FY2025 Quarter 2 Fiscal Report, School Food Services, available at: 
https://hawaiipublicschools.org/data-reports/fiscal 

 
 
Table: Annual Cost Estimates starting FY2030 - HIDOE Public and Public Charter Schools 
 

 

Current participation 
levels  
(2024-25 data) 

Projected 
(assumes a 10% increase 
in participation) 

HIDOE Schools only 
Accounts for the loss of student co-pays only (breakfast 
and lunch at 2025 co-pay prices)  
Co-pays are currently paid by all students over 185% 
FPL. 

$16,319,370 $31,182,471 

Public Charter Schools only 
Assumes the state will cover: 
- The federal per-meal reimbursement rate for 
reduced-price and paid students (at non-CEP schools) 
- A $1-per-meal subsidy for all students (at CEP schools) 

$1,368,947 N/A 

Total (not including administrative costs) $17,688,317 32,551,418 

 

 
 

The Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice advocates for economic justice for and with 
Hawaiʻi’s people. We envision a Hawaiʻi that puts its people first—where everyone can meet their basic needs 

while living happy, healthy and creative lives.  
. 



​To:​ ​Representative Todd, Chair​
​Representative Takenouchi, Vice Chair​
​Members of the Committee on Finance​

​Hearing:​ ​03/04/26, 10:00am​

​From:​ ​Climate Future Forum, Hawai’i Youth Food Council​

​Re:​ ​STRONG​​SUPPORT for HB1779 HD1 RELATING TO SCHOOL​
​MEALS​

​Aloha Chair, Vice Chair, and members of the Committee on Finance,​

​We are youth leaders from the Hawaiʻi Climate Future Forum, a youth-led​

​organization bringing together young people across the islands to address​

​key climate issues, and the Hawaiʻi Youth Food Council (HYFC), a​

​youth-led council empowering high school and college students to engage​

​in food systems advocacy and education. On behalf of the Climate Future​

​Forum’s Regenerative Food Systems Working Group and HYFC, we​

​respectfully submit this​​joint youth testimony in​​strong support of​

​HB1779 HD1​​.​

​HB1779 HD1 expands free school meals to all public and charter school​

​students beginning in the 2029-2030 school year. Youth across the state​

​chose this as a priority bill because food security is the foundation of what​

​everything else is built on - and this bill is one of the strongest​

​commitments the legislature can make to our generation.​

​When students are hungry, it becomes much harder to learn, and for many​

​keiki across our islands, school meals are the most consistent source of​

​nutrition they have. Income-based eligibility leaves too many students​

k.wong
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​behind, and this bill closes that gap entirely - so that no keiki has to go hungry.​

​Research shows that universal free school meal programs improve student performance by the​

​equivalent of six additional weeks of learning, making this one of the most practical supports the​

​legislature can put in place for Hawaiʻi's students. With the high cost of living and the food​

​insecurity many families face, this bill meets an immediate and critical need.​

​Expanding school meals can also help Hawaiʻi's food system goals. Greater demand for school​

​meals also creates an opportunity to source locally, strengthening our agricultural sector and​

​reducing dependence on imported food, an important step toward a more climate-resilient Hawaiʻi.​

​We ask the Committee on Finance to invest in students like us.  When keiki are nourished and​

​supported, our whole community is stronger.​

​For these reasons, the Hawaiʻi Youth Food Council  Climate Future Forum Regenerative Food​

​Systems Working Group Youth Policy Leaders are in​​strong support of HB1779 HD1​​and​

​respectfully urge the Committee to pass this measure.​​

​Mahalo for the opportunity to testify,​

​The Hawaiʻi Youth Food Council​

​& The Youth Leaders of the Climate Future Forum Regenerative Food Systems Working Group​

​Climate Future Forum​​https://www.climatefuturehawaii.org/​
​Hawai’i Youth Food Council​​https://sites.google.com/hiphi.org/hyfc/​

https://www.climatefuturehawaii.org/
https://sites.google.com/hiphi.org/hyfc/


mailto:info@hawaiifood.com
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HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 10:24:27 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Emma Waters Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Writing in strong support of this important bill to ensure every keiki has access to nutritious 

food. Mahalo.  

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 1:36:32 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

David Ball Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I support this legislation. 

Davd Ball, 

Waialae-Kahala 

 



COMMITTEE ON FINANCE 
Rep. Chris Todd, Chair 
Rep. Jenna Takenouchi, Vice Chair 
 
HEARING: 
Wednesday, March 4, 2026 at 10:00 am 
Conference Room 308 and Via Videoconference 
 
TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT OF HB 1779, HD1 - RELATING TO SCHOOL MEALS. 
 
Aloha Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi, Rep. Miyake for my district, Rep. Yamashita of Maui, and Members of 
the Committee, 
 
My name is Christine Andrews and I am a long-term resident of Wailuku, Maui. I write to you today in 
strong support of HB 1779, HD1, Relating to School Meals, which expands free school meal coverage, 
beginning with the 2029-2030 school year, to all Department of Education students regardless of whether the 
student participates in a federal school meals program. 
 
My children were born and raised on Maui, but we spent ten years in Saint Paul, Minnesota where they attended 
Saint Paul Senior High School, a large urban high school of over 2,000 students. The Saint Paul Public School 
system provides free school breakfast and lunch for all students. Even though our family was not income eligible, I 
saw the benefits of this program for my own children.  
 
My kids, like most high schoolers I know, would leave for school late or forget to eat breakfast. Fortunately for 
them, at all entrances to their school, there were carts that had little containers of milk, containers of yogurt, and 
fresh fruit. I had the opportunity when volunteering at the school to watch students walking into the school, 
almost all of them grabbing a milk and, my eyes did not deceive, a fruit on the way to class. As a parent who would 
nag my kids to eat before school or to eat their fruit, and be responded to with an eye-roll, there was something 
supremely comforting in feeling like my kids’ school had their back. That they might not stop for breakfast if I 
reminded them, but that they would grab something from the cart under the warm gaze of the school cafeteria 
workers. My daughters both had very bad social anxiety, and also had almost daily after school activities. I am 
very certain that they would not have felt comfortable bringing a packed lunch to school. They never would or did. 
I do feel like the free lunch, the communal experience that all students shared equally at the cafeteria, made it 
possible for my girls to eat at school when they otherwise would not have. So, even as a family that would not have 
qualified for free school meals, I know that having free school meals made a significant difference in my kids’ lives. 
 
You don’t have to take my word for it. I know that the cost of these meals, especially if provided to children who 
would not otherwise qualify, seems like a big investment. Yet, the benefits of these programs have been well 
documented. In fact, the benefits of free school meals in Minnesota were so substantial that Gov. Tim Walz was 
tapped as a candidate for Vice President and spent a good part of  2024 boasting about them. According to the 
Rockerfeller Foundation’s True Cost of Food: School Meals Case Study, “Research and practice suggest that 
providing this benefit without the burden of income eligibility to all students would: enable students that may 
hover at or slightly above the income threshold to receive the financial and health benefits of free, healthy meals; 
mitigate problems of stigmatization; eliminate the administrative burdens of meal applications and lunch debt on 
students, families, and administrators; and translate into better academic performance and lasting improved 
health outcomes. Additionally, an increase in economies of scale for school meals may allow many schools to 
provide better food at the reimbursement rate, and have an even greater beneficial impact on local economies and 
the environment”.  
 
The foreword of the Case Study notes, “This case study shows that school meals are essential for the health and 
economic stability of communities. We learned that while school meal programs cost $18.7 billion per 
year to run, they provide nearly $40 billion in human health and economic benefits, providing at 



least $21 billion in net benefit to society even when we measure only their benefits to human 
health and economic equity. Enhancements to school meal programs can increase their net value even more 
as they expand their benefits to additional impact areas. We analyze investments to maximize student 
participation, improve dietary composition, and optimize food purchasing policies, which 
together would produce an additional $10 billion worth of net-positive health, equity, 
environmental, and economic impacts.” [emphasize added]. 
 
I encourage the members of the Committee to read the report, (available for download at 
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/reports/true-cost-of-food-school-meals-case-study/ ) in its entirety so 
that they can fully appreciate that, while the costs of providing free school meals (breakfast and lunch) to ALL 
Hawai`i students, without regard to income eligibility, is not insubstantial, it has a net benefit to health, academic 
performance, local food producers, and the economy, that makes the investment in our children a wise one. 
 
I thank the members of the Committee for their time and humbly request that they vote in support of  HB 
1779, HD1.  
 
Mahalo for all you do to support Hawai’i keiki, 
 
Christine Andrews, JD 
Wailuku, Maui 
 
 

https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/reports/true-cost-of-food-school-meals-case-study/


HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 1:41:09 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Karen Takamine Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I 100% would like my tax dollars to fund school meals for keiki. Please SUPPORT this measure. 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 2:24:41 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Kristy Arias Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha.  I fully support this bill.  We all know this is where a lot of our keiki are getting their 

meals from...school settings. Kids should never go hungry. Please support free meals for our 

keiki. 

  

Mahalo 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 2:26:27 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Lauren Pokipala Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha, 

I support HB1779 because ALL students deserve to eat free meals during the school day. At the 

high school level, some parents who don't qualify for FREE or REDUCED make the decision 

whether or not to put money on their child's account, and students have no control over that. 

Secondly, a child should not be embarassed in front of their peers when their plate is taken away 

if they don't have enough money on their account. All those in position to make this happen 

need to collaborate and use their critical thinking skills to make this happen for our students!  

*Think about the many scenarios our families are going through today, & ask yourself if you are 

okay that students aren't able to eat because they have no money on their meal accounts? 

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 2:43:09 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Jessica Kuzmier Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha, I am writing in support of HB1779 HD1.    I believe no student should go hungry because 

of an inability to pay and students with higher family incomes on paper may not be able to pay 

because of unforseen circumstances such as health crises or a death in their family.   Mahalo for 

your consideration. 

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 3:30:37 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Caroline Azelski Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

In support of.  Thank you. 

  

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 3:46:28 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

cheryl burghardt Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha Chair and Committee Members, 

I STRONGLY SUPPORT HB 1779 HD 1.    I ask that you support this bill as well.   

It seems like every session we ask that our keiki be taken care of by providing them with the 

physical nourishment they need to learn and grow.  It is hard for me to understand why this has 

taken so long but I am grateful to see it moving. 

As a retired elementary teacher, the evidence has always been clear that this is a necessary step 

to ensure the safety and well-being of our keiki.  Mahalo for ensuring that this bill gets put into 

law this time.  Our keiki should not have to wait. 

Cheryl Burghardt 

Nuuanu Oahu 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 4:14:51 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Chloe Amos Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Free school meals is definitely a goal we should all be moving toward, whatever the cost! Our 

current situation, with roughly 1/3 of children in Hawai'i facing food insecurity, is absolutely 

untenable and should be treated as a crisis situaion with immediate action required. This level of 

food insecurity for our children and families is costly to our communities in terms of healthcare 

burdens and other immeasurable ripple effects to the overall health and safety of our 

communities. Our leadership absolutely needs to prioritize free school meals for all. 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 4:57:00 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Ruta Jordans Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Strongly support! 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 5:14:09 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Norman Miyasato Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Please support HB1779 HD1 

Norman Miyasato, Kaneohe 

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 5:34:22 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Councilmember Tamara 

Paltin 
Individual Support 

Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha e Chair and members,  

I support H1779 HD1.  Providing meals for all Hawai'i keiki is one of the best uses of our 

taxpayers funds.  It ensures all of our children will be fed, hoping that we can see more fresh 

local produce included, but one step at a time. 

Mahalo, 

Tamara Paltin 

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 5:41:19 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Jeannine Johnson Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

A few years ago I was involved with middle school children and learned that some children 

didn't eat all day because of varying circumstances.  I learned then that we never know their 

situation. Please support HB 1779 HD1. Every child deserves to eat at school.   

 













HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 6:33:49 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Stephanie Austin Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Please support this bill which will ensure that no Keiki goes hungry! Much better to have 

(healthy!) food given to all! 

 











HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 9:26:59 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Judith White Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Keiki brains need fuel in order to learn! 

Judith White, Kapaa 

Member Kauai Indivisible 

 















HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/2/2026 10:43:56 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Sherry Pollack Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I strongly support HB1779 HD1 that expands free school meal coverage to all Department of 

Education students regardless of whether the student participates in a federal school meals 

program. We need to end child hunger and food insecurity. In addition to impacting the ability of 

a child to learn, students who experience hunger face greater risks of stress, depression, and 

long-term health issues. They deserve better from us. Hunger in this state and our country is a 

disgrace. 

All children deserve to be fed during the school day, so that they are ready to learn. No child 

should go hungry. Period. This bill would ensure that anybody can eat for free and a hungry 

child would not be forced to skip meals. 

But why wait until the 2029-2030 school year? This measure should begin as soon as 

reasonably possible within the current year. Children are going hungry now. We must act! 

I urge you to pass HB1779 with the suggested amendment. 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony on this critical measure. 
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Submitted on: 3/2/2026 11:18:54 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Thomas Brandt Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

SUPPORT 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 7:08:46 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Sara Noa Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha Representatives, 

I am writing in strong support of HB1779. 

As a former educator, I have seen the affects firsthand of kids who go through the school day 

hungry. How can you ask a kid to pay attention during a lesson on fractions knowing that the 

only thing they're focused on is the gnawing hunger in their empty belly? 

Access to nutritious food during the school day is foundational to child health, development, and 

academic achievement. Expanding free school meals is an evidence-based strategy that reduces 

food insecurity, supports health equity, and strengthens educational outcomes. 

HB1779 is an important investment in Hawaii's children and future. I respectfully urge you to 

pass this measure. 

Mahalo nui loa for your time in reading this testimony.  

 

Sara N.  

 













HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 8:58:20 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Jocina Alani Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I, Jocina Alani, support bill HB1779 because all school students should have free meals 

provided. As a former teacher, food insecurities are real. Students that dont qualify for free food 

due to higher income normally is the ones who go without because they do not get government 

assistance. Please pass this bill. Mahalo 

Me ke Aloha,  

Jocina Alani 

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:08:53 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

pamela burrell Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha Members of the House, 

Please support free meals in our schools. Nutrition is good for the brain..give kids a chance. 

Maholo for standing up for the Keki's! 

Pamela Burrell, Kalihiwai, Kaua'i  

 











HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:31:27 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Kawaakaukahi Bruce Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

2 March 2026 

  

Aloha Chair and Members of the House Committee 

  

  

'O au o Kawaakaukahi Bruce. No Oahu mai au. Noho au ma Kaneohe 

I am in STRONG favor of HB 1779 

Content  

I am in favor of this bill because I really want free food for the future haumana of my 

school and all others even though it ends the year after I graduate high school 

  

I am in favor of HB 1779 and mahalo chair and members of the house committee for 

reading my testimony 

Me ke aloha 

Kawaakaukahi Bruce 

 











HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:37:03 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

addison millan  Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha, my name is Addison Millan, and I am a haumana (student) at Halau Ku Mana Public 

Charter School in Makiki. I am writing in support of HB1779 which will give free lunches to all 

DOE and charter students. I think this bill is so important because every single kid should be able 

to eat three meals a day. All the haumana should be able to get free lunch, especially the 

haumana that cannot afford it. Having free lunches for all haumana can help them eat better 

and do better in school. In adiition, help it will kids still grow their brain.  When haumana get 

hungry the get lack of consentration, no energy and throws off eating schedule.  

Mahalo,  

Addison Millan 

 





HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:37:11 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

kuamu maka'iwi pelekai Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha, my name is Edward Kuamu Maka'iwi Ho'okano Pelekai Jr. I'm a student at Halau Ku 

Mana public charter school in Makiki, O'ahu. I am writing in support of HB1779 which will give 

free lunches to all DOE and charter school students. This we'll be good to the students that can't 

afford lunch and if they do this the stundents will get better energy  and it would lead them to a 

better life styles. It we'll make them grow better, and living in Hawai'i it's really high and having 

free food it's really saving money, thank you for using your time for this.                           

 



HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:37:14 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Isla Grace Saifoloi Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Aloha! My name is Ku'ulei Saifoloi and is a haumana in 6th grade of Halau Ku Mana Pulic 

Charter School. I absolutely support bill HB1779, which gives free lunches to all DOE schools 

and charter schools. I support this bill beacause of fairness. In most schools they allow haumana 

who can't afford food to have free lunches. We think this should include all schools to have free 

lunches. Another reason is Health concerns. If hamana can't afford lunch, it will mess with the 

haumana's concentration during class, and will mess up the haumana'a eating habits. This is 

unhealthy because kids need to grow, and need brain development so without that second meal 

(lunch) it will affect student growth, and grades in school due to lack of concentaration. This bill 

can also help our makua (parents) because they don't need to pay for lunch. Living in Hawaii, it's 

expensive so we need your help to help the famalies who pay for lunches. Again, I agree with 

bill HB1779 and hope this bill applies to DOE and charter schools in 2029 or 2030. 

Mahalo, Ku'ulei Saifoloi 

 







HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:40:17 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Michaela Williams Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I am in agreement with the passing of the law with free school lunches. Not many keiki have the 

ability to bring school lunches everyday and its a very important thing for human beings 
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Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:54:17 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Shannon Rudolph Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

SUPPORT 
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Submitted on: 3/3/2026 10:32:54 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Nora Pollard Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Mahalo for hearing this bill, I fully support free meals for all students. 
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HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 10:54:50 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Charlotte Frank Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I am writing in strong support of HB1779. Access to nutritious food during the school day is 

foundational to child health, development, and academic achievement. Expanding free school 

meals is an evidence-based strategy that reduces food insecurity, supports health equity, and 

strengthens educational outcomes.  

HB1779 is an important investment in Hawai'i's children and future. I respectfully urge you to 

pass this measure. Thank you.  
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HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 11:18:02 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Christine Russo Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Please support this legislation. We must invest in our public school students by ensuring they 

have all the tools they need to learn. Access to food is the very first tool a student requires to 

learn. Thank you. 
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HB-1779-HD-1 

Submitted on: 3/3/2026 11:18:02 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Christine Russo Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Please support this legislation. We must invest in our public school students by ensuring they 

have all the tools they need to learn. Access to food is the very first tool a student requires to 

learn. Thank you. 
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401 Uluniu St. #311 Kailua, HI 96734 | info@hawaiigoodfoodalliance.org 

 
TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT OF HB1779 HD1 – Relating to Free School Meals​
House Committee on Finance​
Hearing Date: Wednesday, March 4, 2026 at 10:00 AM 
 

Dear Chair Todd, Vice Chair Takenouchi, and Members of the Committee, 
 

My name is Kat Saneewong, and I serve as the Farmers Market Program Navigator with the Hawaiʻi 
Good Food Alliance. I am writing in strong support of HB1779 HD1. 
 
HB1779 HD1 expands free school meal access to all public school and public charter school students, 
regardless of federal program eligibility. This measure addresses a persistent gap in food access for 
ALICE families who earn too much to qualify for assistance but still struggle to afford consistent, 
nutritious meals. 
 
From a food systems and public health perspective, universal school meals are a practical and equitable 
solution. This bill: 
 
● Ensures all students have reliable access to nutritious meals during the school day. 
 
● Reduces stigma associated with free and reduced-price meal programs. 
 
● Eases financial pressure on working families facing rising food costs. 
 
● Supports improved academic performance and student well-being through consistent nutrition. 
 
In a state where one in three households report food insecurity, ensuring that every child can eat without 
barriers is both a moral and economic investment. HB1779 HD1 strengthens educational equity while 
advancing long-term community health. I respectfully urge the Committee to support this measure. 
 
 
Mahalo for your time and consideration. 
 
Respectfully,​
 

 Kat Saneewong​
 Farmers Market Program Navigator​
 Hawai‘i Good Food Alliance 
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Submitted on: 3/3/2026 9:26:32 PM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Dayva Escobar Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I strongly support this bill.  
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Submitted on: 3/4/2026 9:36:01 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Lori Kizer Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

Writing to support HB1779, I hope you all will also. Mahalo. 

Lori Kizer, Kapaa 
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Submitted on: 3/4/2026 10:02:54 AM 

Testimony for FIN on 3/4/2026 10:00:00 AM 

Submitted By Organization Testifier Position Testify 

Jennifer Nicole Sapp Individual Support 
Written Testimony 

Only 

 

 

Comments:  

I, Jennifer Sapp, a Hawaii constituate (96746), testify that I am in full support of HB1779 HDI.  

Food insecurity, is a result of poverty and inequities, that is hindering children at school from 

succeding to learn and thrive. One angle to create food secuirty is to expand free school meal 

coverage and create pathways to reach equality. 

Schooling is mandatory. Parents struggle to earn enough to cover true costs of living, and 

meet inceasing living expenses. 

Taxation and inflation have real affects on available discretionary or disposable household 

income. Taxes fund national public services and programs. Money is allocated to feed children at 

school because it is already identified as critical, ethical, and moral. Taxes pay for the expensive 

construction of the schools, cafeteria's, and thier operational programming. A critical need has 

been identified, and a reasonable soultion to meet the gap need is to expand school 

lunch  coverage and create equality, and a fair chance for all to succeed. No child left behind is a 

national recognized position. Schools are not a buisness, they are a critical public service. Food 

is not privlage, it is an essteial need that should available to all children, despite their socio-

economical status, identity, or financial circumstances.  

Thank you for hearing my testimony,  

Jennifer Sapp 
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