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Executive Summary
The retired admirals and generals of 
Mission: Readiness have long been 
concerned that 71 percent of youth between 
the ages of 17 and 24 are ineligible for 
military service. One of the main medical 
disqualifiers is obesity—a form of malnutrition. 
The military has a long-standing interest in 
the health and nutrition of our nation’s 
youth, so our country’s renewed struggle 
with childhood malnutrition and food 
insecurity is deeply troubling. In 1945, 
military leaders testified to Congress that 
as many as 40 percent of recruits were 
rejected during World War II due to 
malnutrition. The following year, the National 
School Lunch Act was signed into law, to 
“safeguard the health and well-being of  
the Nation’s children.” 

Mission: Readiness members have been 
actively promoting the national security 

imperative of proper nutrition for over a 
decade. While meaningful progress has been 
made, COVID-19 has brought attention to 
many shortcomings in federal nutrition 
programs. We are again calling for Congress 
to invest in the health of our youth, by 
strengthening and modernizing school meal 
programs to meet current and future 
challenges. It is critical to recognize that 
obesity can often be a manifestation of 
malnutrition, which stems from a lack of 
consistent access to fresh and nutritious 
foods. Increasing children’s access to these 
foods now can help America recover from 
present challenges, and bolster our national 
security in the future. 

General (Ret.) 
Richard Myers  
USAF, Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, 2001-2005
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Introduction
In a typical year, as summer winds  
down, much of the country is focused on 
children returning to the classroom. For 
kids who do not have enough to eat, this 
return is a welcome one, as it also means 
a return to a daily, healthy meal at school. 
However, this year, the usual back-to-
school routine will be anything but. As the 
COVID-19 pandemic continues, so does 
the food insecurity it has brought about 
and exacerbated. 

While going back to school will look 
different this year, children’s need for fresh, 
nutritious foods has not changed, especially 
for children who lack access to nutritious 
meals that help them maintain a healthy 
weight. To meet this need, we must support 
strategies to increase and maintain kids’ 
access to healthy school meals, to ensure 
kids grow up healthy and prepared for any 
career they choose.

Malnutrition: a national 
security issue
Food insecurity and malnutrition have been 
linked to obesity.1 While childhood obesity 
rates have increased in recent years, the 
military has worked to prevent malnutrition 
among youth for decades. In 1945, Major 
General Lewis Hershey, Director of the 
Selective Service System, testified to 
Congress that the military rejected at least 
40 percent of recruits during World War II 
for reasons related to poor nutrition. The 
following year, Congress established the 
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) to 
protect national security by ensuring 
children had access to nutritious meals.2 

NSLP is the oldest food and nutrition 
assistance program in the U.S. It 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.3  Estimates suggest that free or 
reduced-price lunches can reduce the rate 
of obesity by at least 17 percent.4 With the 
uncertain status of schools this year, NSLP 
is more important than ever, but it must 
adapt to meet the current, and future, needs 
of children nationwide.

Obesity, food insecurity, and 
propensity to serve
As evidenced by the conditions that led to 
the creation of NSLP, malnutrition has long 
threatened national security. Nationwide,  
71 percent of youth between the ages of  
17 and 24 do not qualify for military service; 
obesity disqualifies 31 percent of youth  
from serving, if they so choose.5 Obesity 
also places recruits at a higher risk of injury. 
A study conducted by the Citadel found  
that Army recruits in ten Southern states 
(where youth have a higher propensity for 
military service than their peers) had lower 
levels of physical fitness, and were up to 28 
percent more likely to be injured during 
basic training than their peers from other 
regions of the country.6 Another study found 
that active duty soldiers with obesity were 
33 percent more likely to experience 
musculoskeletal injury, contributing to the 
nearly four million injuries that occurred 
among those on active duty between 2008 
and 2017.7  

Between 1999 and 2016, the United States 
experienced significant increases in obesity 
for both children and adults.8 In 2018, 42.4 
percent of adults were obese; in 2016, nearly 
19 percent of youth ages 2-19 were obese.9  
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PERCENT INELIGIBLE TO JOIN THE MILITARY (AGES 17-24)
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71%
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Americans 
aged 17 to 24 
are ineligible 
for military 

service

Source: Department of Defense, 2017

Three leading preventable causes of not being able to join 
the military include being overweight, lacking adequate 
education and having a history of crime or drug use. 

Many young Americans are not 
eligible to join the military
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These rates are concerning from a public 
health standpoint, but also as a national 
security issue. The health problems caused 
by obesity in youth can impact their future 
ability to serve in the military. 

While it may seem counterintuitive, obesity 
and malnutrition are often connected. Food 
insecurity, or the lack of access to affordable, 
healthy foods, can result in consuming 
cheaper and more accessible food, which 
often lacks nutritional value. Estimates suggest 
that in the wake of the pandemic, food 
insecurity rates among children could rise to 
25 percent, due to increased unemployment 
and poverty levels.10  

COVID-19: Impacts and 
challenges for nutrition 
programs
The disruption to daily life caused by 
COVID-19 has illuminated the shortcomings 
of existing federal nutrition programs. With 
schools throughout the country potentially 
delaying their opening this year, many 

children will continue to be without access 
to fresh and nutritious foods. An additional 
challenge in providing consistent access to 
these foods during the pandemic is the fact 
that the usual supply of food available to 
schools has been interrupted. Without 
additional training and technical assistance, 
food-service staff may not be prepared to 
ensure that meals remain nutritious and 
appealing to kids, while utilizing the available 
food supplies. Additionally, a lack of meals 
provided through these federal programs is 
impacting family finances at a time when 
budgets may already be stretched thin, 
further limiting access to fresh and nutritious 
foods. Each of these factors can increase 
food insecurity among children.

Estimates suggest that, due to significant 
increases in both the unemployment  
rate and child poverty, up to 18 million  
children will experience food insecurity as  
a result of the pandemic. 

Admiral (Ret.) James Stavridis 
U.S. Navy, NATO Supreme 
Allied Commander, 2009-2013

We must ensure  
that federal nutrition 

programs continue to 
provide fresh and nutritious 
foods for children, during 
the pandemic and beyond.”

While it may seem 
counterintuitive, 

obesity and malnutrition 
are often connected. Food 
insecurity, or the lack of 
access to affordable, 
healthy foods, can result 
in consuming cheaper and 
more accessible food, 
which often lacks 
nutritional value.”
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This is a significant increase from 2018, when 
food insecurity impacted 11 million children 
in the United States.11 These increasing rates 
could be especially devastating in the 
South, where food insecurity was nearly  
13 percent in 2018, higher than the national 
average of 11 percent.12

School meals and COVID-19
Millions of children across the country 
depend on the nutritious meals they receive 
at school through NSLP. Prolonged stay-at-
home orders, in addition to the significant 
financial impact COVID-19 has had on 
communities, make NSLP and other nutrition 
programs even more vital. To assist school 
districts with providing children with the 
consistent nutrition they need, the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
has extended flexibilities to states in the 
way school meal programs are administered, 
such as distributing multiple days’ worth of 
food at one time.13 Other recommendations 
to ensure the continuity of school meals 
programs include providing “grab-and-go” 
meals, or meal delivery.14 

In order to ensure that children have access 
to fresh and nutritious food, there must be 
increases in flexibility and funding for access. 
This includes innovations in transportation, 
meal delivery, allowing additional Out of 
School Time (OST) providers who care for 
children during school closures to provide 
meals, and the creation of non-congregate 
meal sites to reach more eligible children 
during the school year. Additionally, start-up 
funding is necessary to develop mobile 
meal sites. 

The Families First Coronavirus Response 
Act of 2020 allocated funding to help school 
districts purchase supplies to package 

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program 
(SNAP)
While NSLP is the backbone of strong child nutrition 
policy, other programs such as SNAP and WIC also 
ensure that America’s kids have access to fresh and 
affordable food.

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, 30 percent of participants were between the 
ages of 5 and 17.17 Participation in SNAP has been shown 
to reduce the prevalence of overweight and obesity 
among children and adolescents; the program is 
estimated to reduce childhood obesity by five percent.18  

Nutritious foods, including fresh fruits and vegetables, 
tend to cost more. Less nutrient dense food tends to be 
cheaper, posing a barrier to healthy eating and 
contributing to obesity. SNAP Nutrition Incentives 
increase the amount of fresh fruits and vegetables that 
can be purchased by SNAP participants, in venues such 
as farmers markets that support local food production 
and positively contribute to the regional economy.
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meals for distribution and consumption at 
home, while schools were providing remote 
learning. The Act allows school districts to 
provide meals when schools are closed for 
at least five consecutive days during a 
public health emergency when schools 
would otherwise be in session.15 

The USDA’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable 
Program (FFVP) encourages kids to try new 
fruits and vegetables and demonstrates 
healthier snack choices. Thanks to waivers 
from USDA, state agencies are allowed to 
provide FFVP foods directly to parents or 
guardians to bring home to their children 

during pandemic-related school closures. 
Previous rules only allowed distribution of 
these foods directly to students. Some 
states have not applied for or been 
approved to utilize this waiver; more should 
be done to ensure that children across the 
country are able to access the fruits and 
vegetables they need, in a way that is more 
convenient for families during this health 
crisis.16 Additionally, summer meal and OST 
programs should be able to access and 
deliver FFVP, and the program should be 
expanded to include middle and high 
school students who participate in the 
Summer Food Service Program.

Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC)
Proper nutrition is vital at all phases of life, especially before birth, and through a child’s 
fifth birthday. Obesity in childhood can begin before a child is born; gestational diabetes, 
excess maternal weight gain during pregnancy, and high birth weight can all increase a 
child’s risk for becoming obese. WIC helps reduce these risks by promoting healthy 
eating, and providing nutrition education for pregnant women, and children younger than 
five. WIC’s focus is improving access to fresh and nutritious foods in the communities 
where participants live.19 

Participation in WIC is linked to better overall dietary quality, increased consumption of 
fruit and vegetables, and reduced intake of added sugars.20 Between 2010-2016, WIC 
agencies in 41 states and U. S. territories saw decreases in obesity among children 
between two and four years old.21 

As a result of COVID-19, the USDA has granted waivers to specific states to allow 
appropriate substitutions for certain WIC-approved foods, if the availability of those foods 
is limited. These substitutions may include larger package sizes of whole grains or eggs, 
or allowing milk with different fat contents than would normally be allowed for 
participants. These waivers are currently available in multiple states, including Arkansas, 
Florida, Georgia, Kansas, Mississippi, North Carolina, and Virginia.22 
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Conclusion
Ensuring that all children have consistent access to fresh and nutritious food year-round 
is critical for kids to grow up to be healthy and prepared for any career they choose, 
including the military. Increasing funding for school meal programs, adapting meals to 
incorporate available foods while maintaining nutritional standards, and providing 
additional options for food delivery are all vital in supporting children’s access to healthy 
food whenever schools are not open. Lawmakers must modernize federal nutrition 
programs, created out of concerns for national security, so that programs can continue to 
help prepare America’s children for strong futures throughout the COVID-19 pandemic 
and beyond.   
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