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Good afternoon, members of the Standing Committee,

My name is Bhairavi Kumar, and | am the Program Manager of Tastebuds,
Hamilton’s Student Nutrition Collaborative. Thank you for the opportunity to
speak with you today about an issue that directly impacts Ontario’s future—
student nutrition.

To begin, I'd like to share Mia’s story. Imagine a 12-year-old girl arriving at
school with an empty stomach, trying to concentrate while dreaming of
becoming a police officer. Her only hope for a meal is the Tastebuds bin.
Despite facing hunger daily, Mia is resilient and hopeful. But her story is not
unique—it's the reality for over 30% of children in Ontario who experience
food insecurity, as food bank visits have doubled since the pandemic.

Tastebuds operates under the Social Planning and Research Council of
Hamilton and is overseen by Haldimand Norfolk-REACH, one of 14 lead
agencies in Ontario responsible for administering provincial funding for
Student Nutrition Programs. While the Ministry of Children, Community and
Social Services (MCCSS) provides partial funding and establishes guidelines,
we rely heavily on donors, funders, and community partnerships to meet the
growing needs of our students and families.

Tastebuds supports 123 programs across 110 locations, serving over 23,000
students daily. These universal programs ensure participation without
stigma and adapt to the needs of each school, offering options of breakfast,
meals, lunch, snacks, with three flexible delivery models:

e Sit-down meals,
e Grab-and-go options, or
e Classroom food bins

Last year, we delivered over 3.2 million meals and snacks, powered primarily
by volunteers who bring their time, care, and energy to nourish students and
build stronger communities. One of Tastebuds’ greatest strengths is its
collaborative cost-sharing model. By working closely with donors, funders,
and local partners, we ensure accountability and shared ownership of our
mission.

Students themselves take great pride in their Tastebuds program, seeing it
as an integral part of their school community. These programs don't just
address hunger—they create spaces where students feel valued, supported,

and connected.
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Student nutrition is a non-partisan issue. It transcends political divides
because the health and well-being of children are at the heart of every
community. By investing in these programs, the government demonstrates
its commitment to making citizens’ lives healthier and happier while building
a brighter future for all Ontarians.

Our work extends beyond meals. The Great Big Crunch, one of our signature
initiatives, celebrates local food and sustainability. Last year, 54,000
students from 112 Hamilton locations crunched into locally grown apples,
fostering food literacy and pride in Ontario agriculture.

Yet food insecurity remains a critical issue. Ontario invests just $37.6 million
annually in school food programs—equivalent to 10 cents per student per
day. In Hamilton, schools face a significant funding shortfall for student
meals, receiving only 15 cents per student daily despite the actual cost of a
single meal being $1.75. This disparity has been worsened by the rise in the
cost of living, soaring food prices, and ongoing inflation, which have further
strained already limited resources.

As a result:
e Demand has surged by 30%,
e 35% of schools have had to reduce food quality or limit service days,
e And seven schools remain on waitlists to start meal programs.

These challenges underscore the urgent need for greater investment to
ensure all students have consistent access to high-quality nutrition amidst
these economic pressures.

In 2023/24, the provincial government announced a one-time $6.1 million
investment for student nutrition programs. Tastebuds received $162,540,
which was quickly exhausted. Meanwhile, core funding for school nutrition
programs has remained stagnant for over a decade.

Without additional core program funding, programs such as Tastebuds are
at risk of having to reduce the number of programs supported in our
community. Each year we receive less funding to coordinate this program,
which threatens the program’s ongoing sustainability.
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We urge the provincial government to allocate an additional $115 million
in Budget 2025, as recommended by the Ontario Coalition for Healthy
School Food.

This funding would:
e Expand program access to 600,000 more students,
e Save families $130 to $190 per child each month,
e And raise Ontario’s per capita contribution to 39 cents per student
daily, eliminating waitlists and stabilizing operations.

Investing in student nutrition benefits everyone. Strengthening local food
procurement supports Ontario farmers and creates jobs, aligning with
the Grow Ontario Strategy. Providing universal, stigmma-free access to
nutritious food enables students to focus, perform better academically,
and attend school more regularly. These programs dare essential for
health, equity, and opportunity.

Let’'s make sure no child like Mia goes hungry. By investing $115 million in
Budget 2025, we can unlock the potential of tomorrow’s leaders,
innovators, and changemakers. Together, we can eliminate food
insecurity, solidify Ontario’s leadership in student nutrition, and build a
brighter, healthier future for our province.

The time to act is now. Food insecurity is growing, and schools are
struggling to keep up. Your support can transform student nutrition in

Ontario and make a direct difference in the lives of countless children.

Thank you for your time and consideration. | am happy to answer any
questions.
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