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I n Canada, as elsewhere, one of the most pernicious
effects of child poverty and neglect is that children can
go to school malnourished or even hungry. As is well

documented in the research literature, malnourished chil-
dren commonly suffer from fatigue, lack of concentration,
poorer attitudes to school, and difficulties in problem solv-
ing, memory, and verbal fluency. The result ultimately is
lower educational performance, diminished employment
and economic prospects, and unfavorable long-term out-
comes. The Canadian government certainly is not indiffer-
ent to the problem of child deprivation. It is in the process
of advancing a new National Children’s Agenda that
includes stronger measures to meet the basic needs of chil-
dren. Among these measures are ones to promote child
health and children’s success at learning, and to work
toward an environment in which children can be more
socially engaged and responsible. What is missing from the
Children’s Agenda, however, is a national program to meet
the nutritional needs of children through support for meal
programs in Canadian schools.

The purpose of this article is to review the problem of
inadequate nutrition for Canadian children and to make the
case for schools as providers of meal programs. We argue
that this would be in keeping, not only with the children’s
needs, but also with their basic rights as described in the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Because
Canada signed and ratified the Convention, we are obligated
to implement the right of every child to a standard of living
adequate for the child’s development. This right includes
the provision of basic nutritional needs. Given the reality
that many Canadian children suffer from inadequate nutri-
tion, it is obvious that this right has not yet been secured.
To deal with the problem, the federal government, in part-
nership with provincial, territorial, and aboriginal govern-
ments, needs to show leadership in overseeing the develop-
ment of a new nationwide meal program for children in
schools. We do not suggest that such a program would in
itself solve the problems of child poverty or child neglect.
But it would help to meet the immediate nutritional needs
of many Canadian children during the school year and it
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To be fair, the federal and provincial govern-
ments have taken a number of positive measures
to try to reduce child poverty. In 1992, the feder-
al government revised and upgraded the system
of child tax benefits to provide more financial
support to families with children. To deal with
the problem of non-custodial parents who fail to
make child support payments, all provinces
established enforcement agencies to collect child
support and to assist parents in enforcing agree-
ments without legal representation. In addition,
Ontario and Nova Scotia decided to lift driver’s
licenses and other provincial licenses from those
who defaulted from support payments. The fed-
eral government allowed for the suspension and
refusal of passports and all types of federal licens-
es from defaulters. It also adjusted the income tax
system so that child support payments would no
longer be taxable in the hands of the custodial
parent. Instead, payers of child support would no
longer be allowed to deduct support payments
from their income.

In 1997, following a series of federal-provin-
cial negotiations, the federal government
announced a new child benefits system (to take
effect in 1998). The benefit for lower-income
families with children was raised significantly (as
it was again in 1999), and a reinvestment strate-
gy was put in place for the provinces. Under this
system, provinces were able to take the extra
amount of child tax benefit from the federal gov-
ernment that was to go to families on social assis-
tance and reinvest the money in programs
deemed worthy to serve the needs of children.
Some provinces reinvested the money in child
care or parenting education programs (e.g.,
Quebec), while others kept the extra money in
social assistance (e.g., Newfoundland).

B ut despite these initiatives, child poverty has
persisted. Indeed, the rate of child poverty,

calculated as the per cent of children living in
poverty in comparison to the overall number of
children, generally increased during the 1990s.
(The calculation of poverty is based on Statistics
Canada’s low-income cut-off line, at which a
family spends more than 55 per cent of its
income on food, clothing, and shelter). As noted
in the 1999 report card by Campaign 2000, the
rate of child poverty was 15 per cent in 1989, 18
per cent in 1991, 21 per cent in 1996, and 20 per
cent in 1997. From 1989 to 1997, the number of
poor children in Canada increased by 49 per
cent, from 936,000 to 1,397,000. By 1997, the
provinces with the highest rates of child poverty

would therefore be an important step in keeping
Canada’s commitment to children under the UN
convention.

I n the early 1990s, Canada made an important
policy promise to children. It officially agreed

not only to recognize but also to implement the
fundamental rights of children, including their
fundamental right to basic economic well-being.
This promise was made when the Canadian gov-
ernment signed the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child in 1990 and when Parliament and the
provinces (with the exception of Alberta) ratified
it in 1991. Under Article 27 of the Convention,
Canada recognized and agreed to put into effect
the right of every child to a standard of living ade-
quate for the child’s physical, mental, spiritual,
moral, and social development. In doing so, we
agreed to provide material assistance and support
programs where necessary, but particularly with
regard to nutrition, as well as clothing and housing.
Moreover, under Article 4 of the Convention, we
promised to implement the economic rights of
children to the maximum extent of our available
resources. And finally, under Article 3, Canada
pledged support for the principle that the best
interests of the child shall be a primary consider-
ation in all actions concerning children. It is
inconceivable that allowing a situation in which
children are at risk of inadequate nutrition or
hunger would be in the best interests of children. 

Canada’s commitment to providing for the
economic rights of children was given official
expression in other ways. In 1989, recognizing
the problem of child poverty and deprivation in
Canada, the House of Commons unanimously
passed an all-party resolution to seek to eliminate
child poverty by the year 2000—the year now
upon us. And in 1990, as a follow-up to the UN
convention, Canada made a commitment
through a resolution of the World Summit for
Children to give greater priority to the economic
needs of children. In the resolution, Canada and
71 other countries endorsed the principle of “first
call for children,” according to which the basic
needs of children are to be given much greater
attention in the allocation of a state’s resources in
hard times as well as good. 

It is ironic, and tragic, that since the signing
of the UN convention and the endorsement of
the principle of first call for children, the prob-
lems of child poverty and economic neglect have
worsened in Canada. One regrettable outcome
has been children going to school either hungry
or without adequate nutrition. 
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researchers to determine its extent. But, as report-
ed by the Canadian Living Foundation in A Fact
Finding Summary of School and Community
Nutrition Programs for Children (1998), studies in
Ontario and Nova Scotia have indicated that five
to ten per cent of children come to school with-
out any breakfast at all, and 40 to 50 per cent
without an adequate breakfast. 

But whether the figure is 10 per cent or five
per cent or one per cent, the nutritional needs of
at least some Canadian children are not being
met. That at least some children do come to
school malnourished or hungry has been noted
periodically by teachers and school boards. For
example, the Nova Scotia School Boards
Association reported the problem in its 1999
Child Poverty Report. Teachers and school boards
express concern because students who come to
school hungry or malnourished have a much
harder time concentrating and learning. Such
students are more likely to miss school, drop out,
or receive lower grades. The country as a whole
should be concerned with this problem because,
apart from failing to provide for basic needs, the
effect is to contradict the principle of equal edu-
cational opportunity.

P overty and economic stress are one source of
the problem. Some children are malnour-

ished because their families lack the means or
ability to provide adequate nutrition on a consis-
tent basis. But other factors may be responsible as
well. For example, some children may be mal-
nourished because very limited family income is
used by parents for purposes other than providing
for their children. Parents may be dealing with
problems such as gambling or substance abuse. Or
income may not play a role at all. Children in
families at any socio-economic status may be mal-
nourished as the result of neglect, a hurried life
style or simple ignorance of children’s daily nutri-
tional requirements. In families where there is
parental neglect or ignorance, food may be pro-
vided to children in sufficient quantity, but nutri-
tion may be seriously lacking. Furthermore, in a
fast-paced society, where hurried parents are
extremely busy and work long hours, time may
not be set aside for breakfasts and proper meals.
Thus a lack of nutrition and proper meals may be
due to a number of factors aside from poverty.
The challenge is how to reach children directly so
that their need for and basic right to adequate
nutrition will be secured.

The traditional response to child deprivation
has been to target low-income parents for finan-

were Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, and Manitoba,
while those with the highest rates of growth in
child poverty were Ontario, British Columbia,
and Nova Scotia. 

While most poor children still live in two-
parent families, a growing number live in single-
parent families. Between 1989 and 1997, the rate
of growth of child poverty in single-parent fami-
lies was 61 per cent, compared to 45 per cent in
two-parent families. A disproportionately high
number of poor children live in families where
parents are 30 years old or less, in families with
just high school or even less education, and in
native families.

A s a matter of logic, child poverty need not
lead to the malnourishment or hunger of

children. In fact, in Canada it usually does not.
Most families are able to put the nutritional
needs of their children first, despite scarce eco-
nomic resources. However, for some children,
poverty is an important risk factor for inadequate
nutrition or even hunger. In an environment of
economic stress, some families cannot or do not
provide for the basic needs of their children. 

For obvious reasons, data on the extent of
child hunger or of inadequate nutrition across
Canada are lacking. Given the reluctance of chil-
dren to report on the problem, it is very hard for
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Five-year-old Madison Mckinney at a vigil 
condemning child poverty, 

Brockville, Ontario, Nov. 1999
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Effective parenting under such stress is difficult. 
The core problem for parents in stressful cir-

cumstances is providing adequate care, social-
ization, and support of their children. Their
children, in turn, are at risk for the long-term
problems that are the correlates of inadequate
care. 

Schools are in a unique position to fill in the
gaps in parenting and improving the lives of chil-
dren. Schools can alter the developmental path-
way of the at-risk child. Indeed, programs such as
those described above have enabled schools to
improve children’s social behavior and ability to
learn. Evaluation data are unambiguous in show-
ing that the more children’s social and emotion-
al needs are met within the school, the greater
their academic success, and the lower the likeli-
hood that they will quit school—with its com-
mon consequence of welfare dependency. And
yet, such programs are offered only in a frag-
mented manner. And few address child hunger,
which is a fundamental and common barrier to
learning.

M eal programs in all schools would have a
number of benefits. The most important is

that nutritious meals at school would overcome
the problems of hunger or poor nutrition faced
by so many children. If children’s basic nutrition
needs were met in schools, the educational dis-
advantages faced by hungry children would be
reduced significantly. Children’s ability and
motivation to learn would be improved.
Classroom behavior would be more positive. 

Coming together for meals also provides an
opportunity for social interaction among adults
and children of different ages, a rare event in our
age-segregated society. Older children and adults
provide role models for younger children, and
the opportunity to help (e.g., with table-setting
and -clearing, serving, or assisting children with
disabilities) provides a potential source of effica-
cy and self-esteem for all children. Meal programs
in schools are also important symbolically. The
message to children is that the school is a caring
place that provides social support. The percep-
tion of support at schools impacts positively on
educational and career aspirations, and compen-
sates for limited support in the home. Finally,
school is where children are. Systematic cross-
country school meal programs would preclude
stigmatization of areas or families, would ensure
all children’s nutrition needs were met, and
would decrease the likelihood that students
would drop out. 

cial support. Child benefits have been increased
and measures have been taken to make child sup-
port payments more secure. These are positive
steps. But they do not ensure the right of the
child to economic well-being and appropriate
nutrition. The effects of parents’ neglect or igno-
rance or hurried life style remain.

Historically, the role of the public school
was the provision of instruction. Increasingly,
that role has been expanded to address issues
that interfere with the child’s motivation or
ability to learn. Such changes have come about
gradually and in a fragmented fashion in
response to changes in family life and societal
functioning.

There is little question that the mandate of
the contemporary Canadian school has been
expanded to include strategies designed to pro-
mote the overall positive development of chil-
dren. Many schools across the country include
programs that address the child’s social and emo-
tional development. For example, there are a
variety of conflict resolution and peer mediation
programs that teach anger management and
skills for solving social problems. There are other
social-skills training programs, such as the Lions-
Quest Program, that address problem-solving,
peer pressure and anti-social behavior. In addi-
tion, there are a variety of programs such as
smoking prevention and cessation, alcohol and
substance abuse, and sex education. 

A few schools across the country have adopt-
ed the model of the “full-service school.” Full-
service schools provide one-stop shopping for the
developmental needs of children: The schools
have on-site services for health promotion, juve-
nile justice, mental health, family and employ-
ment counseling and so forth. 

Programs such as these have been added to
the basic school curriculum because of the recog-
nition that the school cannot achieve its mandate
of instruction without attention to the child’s
overall well-being. Increasingly, the school has
become the focal institution for the provision of
the needs of the whole child, not just the child’s
educational needs. Societal changes in family and
employment patterns have created stressful cir-
cumstances that adversely affect parenting and
make it difficult to meet the child’s developmental
needs. Changes in beliefs about family and family
structure have led to growing numbers of dual-
career parents, young teen parents, and single par-
ents. Changes in the economy have resulted in
high levels of unemployment and underemploy-
ment, and a constant threat of unemployment.
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provided with free lunches subject to nutrition-
al standards.

C anada’s federal government needs to act,
but it also needs to act in partnership with

provincial, territorial, and aboriginal govern-
ments, and with voluntary organizations.
Provinces need to be involved because education
is a provincial jurisdiction and school meal pro-
grams, if they are to be effective, need the coop-
eration of provincial education departments,
school boards, and teachers. Aboriginal govern-
ments need to be involved because child poverty
is such a critical problem in native communities.
And existing voluntary organizations need to be
involved because they have experience with the
delivery of the meal programs that do now exist. 

An overly bureaucratic system of delivery
would obviously not be desirable. The Canadian
Living Foundation is now the only national vol-
untary organization providing support for school
and community-based meal programs and for
nutrition education programs across Canada. It
depends on financial and other contributions
from citizens, business organizations, and some
municipalities and provinces. While this volun-
tary system has proved to be creative and skilled,
it also is vulnerable to unstable funding and sup-
port. In partnership with the other levels of gov-
ernment, the federal government could alleviate
that problem.

It may be argued that provincial govern-
ments, being closer to the people, are the logical
candidates to take responsibility for school meal
programs, just as they do for education and
child protection services. It would be admirable
if the provinces did assume leadership and pro-
vided support for effective meal programs in
schools. As the level of government responsible
for education, they are quite aware that inade-
quate nutrition is a major barrier to learning.
But the provinces cannot always be counted on
to deliver such programs. Each province has dif-
ferent priorities that may or may not include a
commitment to relieving child poverty or child
hunger. Some provinces have already taken
action. New Brunswick, for example, initiated
the Healthy Minds Breakfast Program in 1999,
in which partial funding is provided by the
Department of Education for the start-up and
support of breakfast programs in grades K-5.
And provinces such as Ontario and British
Columbia have provided limited support for
meal programs through the Canadian Living
Foundation. But apart from the efforts of indi-

T he federal government is the logical candi-
date to assume leadership in building a new

nationwide meal program for children in
schools. It has responsibility both for looking
after the basic needs of all Canadians regardless
of region or social status, and for harmonizing
Canada’s efforts in implementing the rights of
children under the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child. Federal action would be in the inter-
ests of reaching children directly, thus ensuring
the provision of their basic needs and rights, as
well as advancing the important value of equal
educational opportunity. Federal action would
also help save the country embarrassment. In
1995, after receiving Canada’s 1994 report on
compliance with the UN convention, the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child criticized
Canada for its failure to take effective measures
to deal with the problem of child poverty. The
UN voiced such criticism again in 1998, after
receiving Canada’s report on its compliance
with the Convention on Social, Economic, and
Cultural Rights. The same criticism is sure to be
made again by the UN Committee on the Rights
of the Child in the year 2000, in response to
Canada’s second report on its compliance with
the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The fed-
eral government needs to show that, at the very
least, it is trying to deal with the problem of
inadequate nutrition created by child poverty or
child neglect. A nationwide school meal pro-
gram that was part of the new Children’s
Agenda would clearly demonstrate Canada’s
commitment in this area. Such a measure would
not in itself solve the problem of child poverty
or child neglect or even child hunger but it
would at least help to provide all children with
basic nutrition during the school year. 

How is Canada to explain why it remains
one of the few developed countries not to have
a national meal program for children? National
programs of different kinds exist in most coun-
tries of Western Europe, the United Kingdom,
the United States, and Japan. In some coun-
tries, the programs are universal: They apply to
all children and are delivered at no cost. In
other countries, programs are targeted at chil-
dren in economic need and are delivered at
some nominal cost. In the United Kingdom, for
example, under the Education Act, children
receive school meals at low cost or at no cost (if
they qualify), subject to nutritional regulations.
In the United States, under the Child Nutrition
Act, federal aid is provided in partial support of
school meal programs. In Japan, children are
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for action on children is reflected in its
announcement of the Children’s Agenda.

Would a national program be too costly? In
fact, it is hard to estimate the costs of the pro-
gram. Federal funds would be available only for
schools that wished to participate. Schools
would determine their participation based on an
assessment of need by teachers and school offi-
cials. Based on the experience of existing pro-
grams in individual school boards, only some
schools would opt in. Teachers and other offi-
cials tend to be reluctant, given the extra ener-
gies and time required administering a program.
In general, they will support the adoption of a
program only when there is a clear need. Thus
there is good reason to believe that school meal
programs will be established only in areas of
particular need. 

T he federal government has announced that
it is committed to major spending on a

Children’s Agenda. It stands to reason that a por-
tion of that spending should be devoted to assur-
ing children their basic nutritional requirements
in schools. This is an investment in the long-term
healthy development and education of children.
It also is a form of spending supported by a
majority of Canadians, as expressed in public
opinion surveys.

But apart from utilitarian and political con-
siderations, the most important reason for the
federal government to act is to fulfill its obliga-
tion to provide for the fundamental rights of
children. Children are among the weakest and
most vulnerable members of society. Rights exist
to provide for their basic needs and to shield
them from forces such as poverty and neglect,
over which they have little control. Canada has
recognized this principle by signing the UN con-
vention on children. A new national meals pro-
gram would be in keeping with the economic
rights of the child as described in the convention
and with the principle of “first call for children”
endorsed by Canada in the World Summit for
Children. All children are entitled to basic nutri-
tion, not just children in some families or some
provinces or regions of the country. This is a mat-
ter, not only of children’s welfare, but also of
their fundamental rights.

R. Brian Howe is an associate professor of political
science and director of the Children’s Rights Centre at
the University College of Cape Breton. Katherine
Covell is a professor of psychology and director of the
Children’s Rights Centre at UCCB.

vidual schools and school boards, provinces
such as Nova Scotia and Manitoba have done
relatively little. Such variation speaks volumes.
The problem is that different provinces have dif-
ferent priorities and fiscal capacities. Only the
federal government can provide the leadership
for an effective nationwide program.

Granted, it may not be easy for the federal
government to act. Under the terms of the new
Social Union Framework Agreement, new Canada-
wide initiatives supported by transfers to the
provinces and territories must meet certain condi-
tions. First, the federal government must work
collaboratively with all the provincial and territo-
rial governments, convincing these governments
that school meal programs are a Canada-wide pri-
ority. Second, Ottawa cannot proceed without the
agreement of a majority of the provinces. Third,
each provincial and territorial government has
the authority to determine the detailed design of
its program. If most provinces believe that other
programs for children and families are a greater
priority than school meal programs, it may be dif-
ficult for the federal government to act. Against
provincial pressures for a wide degree of autono-
my in the design of programs, establishing
national standards may also be a problem. 

A nd yet, important forces are at work in sup-
port of the federal government. First, public

opinion is favorable. As reported in 1999 by the
polling firm Thompson Lighthouse, 59 per cent
of Canadians believe that the problem of child
hunger in Canada has worsened in the last five
years; 84 per cent believe that schools should
take an active role in helping to reduce it; and 85
per cent believe that government also has a part
to play. Indeed, as reported in the survey,
Canadians believe child hunger is a more impor-
tant problem than national unity or the deficit.
Thus the federal government could find political
advantage in a federal program to deal with child
hunger. Indeed, opposition by the provinces, in
the in fact unlikely event that opposition
emerged, could be an important part of that
political advantage. 

A second factor favouring action is that the
fiscal situation is favorable. With its deficit under
control, the federal government is in a much bet-
ter position to use its financial leverage to gain
provincial agreement for a national program of
potential political benefit to both levels of gov-
ernment. It would be difficult for the provinces
not to cooperate. That the federal government
knows that conditions in general are favorable
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