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Summary
In Georgia, 73 percent of youth between 
the ages of 17 and 24 cannot serve in  
the military due to issues such as lack of 
education, a record of crime or substance 
abuse, or medical disqualifiers; even 
higher than the national rate of 71 
percent.1 Obesity is one of the main 
medical disqualifiers, and rates of obesity 
among young people are on the rise.2  
This trend is especially concerning 
because in Georgia, a state with an 
exceptionally high propensity for military 
service, individuals who would otherwise 
be eligible to serve are being disqualified 
due to excess weight.3 In Georgia, 16 
percent of children ages 10-17 were 
considered obese in 2018.4 

While childhood obesity rates have 
increased in recent years, working to 
ensure that kids have access to fresh and 

nutritious foods has long been a vital 
component in keeping children healthy  
and fit. In 1945, Major General Lewis Hershey, 
the Director of the Selective Service 
System, testified to Congress that at least 
40 percent of recruits during World War II 
were rejected for reasons related to poor 
nutrition. The following year, Congress 
established the National School Lunch 
Program as a “measure of national security, 
to safeguard the health and well-being of 
the nation’s children” by ensuring they had 
access to nutritious meals.5

Just as the military leaders of the past knew 
that promoting healthy eating was an 
effective way to ensure that the armed 
forces stayed strong, retired military leaders 
today believe that increased access to fresh 
and nutritious food for children throughout 
all stages of development is a national 
security imperative.

73%
of Georgia’s youth 
aged 17-to-24 cannot 
serve in the military 
due to issues such as 
obesity.
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Today, federal nutrition programs are on the 
front lines of the battle against childhood 
obesity. The Summer Food Service Program 
(SFSP) provides meals and snacks to children 
during the summer months. SFSP, along with 
the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), 
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) Nutrition Incentives program combat 
obesity by increasing consistent access to 
fresh and nutritious food throughout a child’s 
development into young adulthood. This 
consistent access is critical to the health of 
our nation, and to our national security.  

Causes and consequences  
of poor nutrition
Individuals from all income levels in the 
United States do not consume enough fresh 
fruits and vegetables. These poor dietary 
habits can lead to multiple health issues, 
including obesity.6 Obesity that begins in 
childhood can affect health for a lifetime. 
Children with obesity are more likely to 
experience chronic diseases such as asthma, 
type 2 diabetes, fatty liver disease, and 
heart disease. These children are also more 
likely to develop bone and joint problems, 
which can impact future military eligibility.7  
Additionally, adolescents who are overweight 
have a 70 percent chance of being overweight 
or obese in adulthood; among younger 
children, those with obesity between the 
ages of six and eight are 10 times more likely 
to grow up to have obesity.8 

Lack of access to fresh, 
nutritious foods contributes  
to obesity and can impact 
military readiness
Between 1999 and 2016, obesity rates 
increased significantly for children and adults 

throughout the U.S.9 In Georgia, 32.5 percent 
of adults, and 16 percent of children ages 
10-17, were obese in 2018.10 These rates are 
not only a concern for public health, but for 
national security as well. The health problems 
caused by obesity in young people can 
impact their future ability to serve in the 
armed forces. Improving access to fresh 
and nutritious foods can improve children’s 
health and reduce obesity, which can 
strengthen national security by ensuring the 
military has a healthy pool of recruits.11 

Combating childhood obesity: 
Improve access to fresh and 
nutritious foods
Consistent access to fresh and nutritious foods 
from birth through young adulthood is essential 
to combating obesity. As of 2017, 20 percent of 
Georgia children experienced food insecurity, 

General (Ret.)  
John P. Otjen 
U.S. Army

“We must ensure 
Georgia children 

have access to fresh  
and nutritious foods 
throughout the school 
year and summer. This is 
fundamental to our long-
term national security.”  
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which the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) defines as the reduction in the quality, 
variety, or desirability of diet, or a disruption 
in eating patterns and reduced food intake due 
to a household lack of resources, financial or 
otherwise, necessary to obtain adequate 
food.12 Children who experience food 
insecurity are at a higher risk for obesity.13 

Federal food and nutrition assistance programs 
work in partnership with states and private 
nonprofits to address food insecurity and 
improve access to fresh and nutritious foods 
for children in the U.S. As annual military 
recruitment goals are consistently difficult to 
attain due to disqualifiers, the retired 
admirals and generals of Mission: Readiness 
believe that America must prioritize efforts to 
combat childhood obesity throughout a 
child’s development. Promoting access to 
fresh, nutritious food among Georgia’s youth 
will help reduce obesity and give more 
Georgians the ability to pursue their dreams 
of serving their country.

Summer Food Service Program
The SFSP provides children from low-income 
families with healthy meals as well as recreation 
and education programs during the summer. 
This interwoven approach provides both 
nutritious meals, thereby combating food 
insecurity, and educational programming to 
help combat weight gain. However, only a 
small fraction of children eligible to receive 
summer meals are participating. 

During the summer of 2018, only 17 percent 
of Georgia children who were eligible for 
summer meals were able to access them. 
Nationally, for every seven children who 
participated in free and reduced-price lunch 
during the 2017-2018 school year, only one 
child participated in the SFSP. Between July 
2017 and July 2018, national participation in 

the SFSP decreased by nearly six percent, 
marking the third year in a row of declining 
participation rates.14 

The SFSP is especially important in Georgia. 
In our state, nearly one-third (32.4 percent) 
of children between the ages of 10 and  
17 are overweight or obese.15 During the 
summer, children who lose access to 
healthy school meals may experience poor 
dietary quality, behavioral and social 
problems, depression and anxiety, and 
increased weight gain.16 The Summer Food 
Service Program helps combat summer 
weight gain, as well as obesity, by serving 
fresh, nutritious food while school is out; 
however, the program only reaches about 
147,000 Georgia children, approximately 17 
percent of the children eligible for the 
National School Lunch Program.17 

It is important to address this lack in 
participation and ensure that children are 
able to get the nutrition they need during the 
summer months, as well as the rest of the 
year.18 Increasing the reach of the SFSP could 
contribute to a reduction in food insecurity. 
Innovative mobile food dissemination sites, 
assistance in addressing the financial strain 
on low-income families over the summer 
and developing private and community 
food delivery options should be explored.19 

Supplemental Nutrition  
Assistance Program
In 2018, SNAP provided benefits that allowed 
over 40 million Americans nationwide to 
purchase healthy food. In 2017, the most 
recent year demographic data was available, 
children under the age of five accounted for 
13 percent of SNAP participants.23 Participation 
in SNAP has been shown to reduce the 
prevalence of overweight and obesity among 
children and adolescents; the program is 
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National School Lunch Program
The NSLP is the oldest food and nutrition assistance program in the U.S. Congress 
created the program to provide consistent access to nutritious meals for children at 
school. The NSLP provides vegetables, fruit, lean protein, whole grains, and low-fat or 
fat-free milk with each school lunch. Children who participate in NSLP consume fewer 
empty calories and more fruits and vegetables than their peers who do not eat school 
lunch. Participation in NSLP is also associated with a lower body mass index.20 Estimates 
suggest that free or reduced-price school lunches can reduce the rate of obesity by  
at least 17 percent.21  

In FY2018, NSLP operated in almost 100,000 pre-K-12 schools and child care facilities 
throughout the U.S. In 2018, schools around the country served five billion lunches, and 
many of these meals are being consumed by children who might otherwise have difficulty 
accessing fresh, nutritious food. Research has shown that children from homes that 
experience food insecurity were more likely to eat school meals, and received more of 
their intake of food and nutrients from school meals than children who were food secure.22  
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estimated to reduce childhood obesity by 
five percent.24 

By increasing access and addressing 
affordability, SNAP helps to provide consistent 
access to fresh fruits and vegetables for 
children from low-income families. This vital 
collaboration between federal, state and 
non-profit partners contributes to the 
reduction in childhood obesity among 
SNAP participating families.

Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, 
and Children
Healthy nutrition is important at all phases 
of life, especially before birth and during the 
first five years of a child’s life. Some of the 
factors that can lead to obesity in childhood 
include gestational diabetes, excess maternal 
weight gain during pregnancy, and high birth 

weight. WIC helps to reduce these risks by 
providing nutrition education and promoting 
healthy eating for children under five years 
old and pregnant women. Today, WIC focuses 
on improving access to fresh and nutritious 
foods in communities where participants live.25

Participation in WIC has been linked to 
better overall dietary quality, increased fruit 
and vegetable consumption, and reduced 
intake of added sugars.26 Between 2010-
2016, many WIC agencies across the United 
States saw decreased rates of obesity in 
children between two and four years old. 
During this time period, the percentage of 
children with obesity enrolled in the program 
fell from 16 percent in 2010 to 14 percent in 
2016; these trends reflect the impact that 
access to fresh and nutritious foods may 
have in reducing childhood obesity.27  

Conclusion
Ensuring that all children have consistent access to fresh and nutritious food at all stages 
of development – prenatally, birth to five, and school-age – is critical to having healthy 
young adults. Increased investments at the state and federal levels, innovations at the 
community, state and federal levels, modernizations in food delivery, and diversification 
of access points to fresh and nutritious foods will support children’s health and well-being 
throughout the year.

Over 70 years ago, our military leaders sounded the alarm that nutritional deficiencies in 
America’s youth were affecting military readiness, which led to the first federal nutrition 
assistance program. Today, as a staggering number of our young adults are not eligible 
to serve, many because they are too overweight, access to fresh and nutritious foods 
throughout a child’s development must be treated as a key component of our national 
security. This is critical to ensuring that our youth grow up healthy and prepared to 
succeed in the military or at whatever career they choose. 
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