Feeding the hungry

Summer free lunch program targets low-income children.
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Locations and schedules for summer lunch programs in Fresno County can be found at www.fresnometroministry.org and (800) 870-FOOD. If you think there's no such thing as a free lunch, you might want to rethink that idea.

There are more than 120 locations in Fresno County distributing free lunches to children Monday through Friday through the summer.

Local organizers are eager to provide healthy food to children while they're out of school. This is not as simple as it seems.

During the school year, free lunches are part of the day for children from low-income families. In some homes, school lunches are the most nutritious meal the children get all day. When school lets out for summer vacation, however, the school cafeterias are locked up along with the classrooms. According to the Fresno Metro Ministry, about 22,000 of the 112,000 Fresno-area children who qualified for free school lunches — less than 20% — participated in the summer program last year.

It's not a great leap of logic to assume that nutrition could be lacking for many of those missing children. Dr. Goulda Downer, adviser to the National Black Child Development Institute, told Essence magazine that nutrient-rich foods are essential for development of the mind and scholastic achievement. She suggests a balanced diet with grains, eggs, fish, lean meats, vegetables and fruits will help children work at their mental and physical best.

In low-income neighborhoods, choosing healthy foods is not always easy. Local health advocates are questioning the number of fast-food restaurants and expensive convenience stores allowed to proliferate in Fresno's poor neighborhoods, while lower priced full-service grocery stores and farmers markets blossom in suburban areas. They are asking good public policy questions that city and county officials should be prepared to address.

The local summer lunch team is to be commended for increasing its outreach efforts. The coordinators started earlier this year, distributing information to children and families before school let out. Since transportation is an issue for some children, more than 40 new sites were added to make the sessions more accessible. Some sites are coordinating recreational or educational programs with the lunches to make the trip more enticing. There also is a toll-free number, (800) 870-FOOD, where people can find the nearest location.

A kickoff event, with lunches and activities for kids, will be held at 1:30 p.m. Monday at the Ivy Recreation Center, 1350 E. Annadale Ave. The Community Food Bank Mobile Pantry will be available to provide nutrition education.

No registration is required for the summer program, so any child younger than 18 can participate.

No such thing as a free lunch? Take them up on the invitation and prove that old maxim wrong.
