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Families continue to need support for food

Many North Dakota families continue to struggle to afford the basics needed to live a healthy life, a
struggle that will worsen as costs continue to rise. Unfortunately, the number of children in poverty
jumped up in the most recent data, showing that 23,000 or 13 percent of children now live below poverty
(or $33,000 for a family of four).! Many families above poverty also struggle to make ends meet, with
more than one in four North Dakota children living below 200 percent of poverty (or $66,000 for a family
of four)."” In 2025, one in four children received food from Great Plains Food Bank; the same year, the
food bank served over 167,000 people in North Dakota.?

Food security is complex and about more than simply having the resources to purchase food. Access to
food and specifically access to the type of food that supports nutrition and culture, matters too. Tribal
communities today experience higher food insecurity, which has been shaped by policy decisions across
many generations that limited access to food, fertile land to grow and harvest traditional foods, and
financial resources, and have made it harder to remain connected to their culture and build community.>
For example, two Tribal Nations within North Dakota lived and relied on land along the Missouri River.
The fertile land provided resources for agriculture and economic security. When the federal government
built dams along the Missouri River in the mid-20" century, Tribal Nations were forced to give up land
that was rightfully theirs and relocate to land without the same access to natural resources.” The loss of
this land was significant for food security, particularly when paired with a lack of investment in the areas
where Tribal Nations
were relocated.
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Nationally, Tribal communities have less access to larger grocery stores more likely to have fresh food
options.® For this reason, food resource programs that provide healthy food options where Tribal
communities live, work, and attend school are critical, like the National School Lunch Program. Another
federal program called the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) provides a food
package each month to eligible families living on a Tribal reservation, as an alternative to the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) which requires traveling to a grocery store.® While
SNAP does require travel to a grocery store, it also is a critical food resource program for families
alongside the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) which
offers food benefits for pregnant people and young children. Tribal communities across North Dakota
benefit from all these food resource programs: 5,533 people participated in the FDPIR in June 2026, about
1in 5 SNAP participants in North Dakota are American Indian, and WIC helps people across every county
in the state.”®?

Food Resource Programs Are Critical in Tribal

Communities Where Grocery Store Access Is Limited
Individuals Receiving FDPIR in June 2026 and Stores
Accepting SNAP in August 2026
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Nutrition Assistance Program

Sources: North Dakota Department of Public Instruction (FDPIR) and U.S. Department
of Agriculture, SNAP Retailer Locator, updated Aug. 18, 2026.
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School meals are a critical safety net for families across the state

School meals and other summer food programs are an important source of healthy food for children of
all incomes and serve as a critical safety net for families struggling across the state. The federal school
lunch and breakfast program provides free or low-cost meals to families that qualify. North Dakota has
invested $3 million per year in state funds over the last four years to cover reduced-cost meals and
expand eligibility to even more children.' Families up to 225 percent of the federal poverty level are now
eligible to receive a free school meal, or about $74,000 for a family of four."" In the 2025/26 school year,
about 44,600 students were eligible for free school meals at public schools in North Dakota (41,609
qualified at the federal eligibility levels and 3,000 at the expanded eligibility covered fully by the state
Ongoing state investment will ensure a seamless continuation of the expanded eligibility for families.

)12,13

In the 2025/26 School Year...

students covered by federal free or
l"'l ,609 reduced-price eligibility

students covered by state
3,000 expanded eligibility

total students eligible
L' L' 9 60 9 for free school meals

Source: North Dakota Department of Public Instruction and North Dakota Legislative Branch

A family typically qualifies for a free or low-cost meal by completing an application to determine their
eligibility. Some schools use a different process though, called the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP)."
Schools use data that is already available to identify students eligible for federal food and benefit
programs, like SNAP, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or the FDPIR, or are in the foster
care system, experiencing homelessness, or living in a migrant family. A school is eligible if at least 25
percent of the school falls into one of these categories. From a family's perspective, CEP schools do not
require paperwork, but all students can eat a free breakfast or lunch. From a school perspective, meals
are reimbursed using a federal formula. If at least 62.5 percent of the school falls into one of the CEP
categories, all meals are reimbursed at the highest federal rate.” In North Dakota, 48 schools are
participating in the CEP to provide free meals to all students.'® Some schools may also take advantage of
a federal flexibility in school meals called Provision 2. Using this flexibility, schools offer meals at no
charge to students and only require applications from families every four years."’

When school is out for the summer, summer food programs help fill the gap for many families. The
Summer Food Service Program provides nutritious meals to children in eligible communities. In July 2024,
about 4,600 students received a free lunch each day provided by the Summer Food Service Program.'®
Compared to the school year, this is only 15 percent of students who receive a free or reduced-price
meal. While summer meals are critical for families that can access them, many other families face barriers
to using this program. A different but complimentary summer food program, SUN Bucks or Summer EBT,
provides a $120 grocery benefit for the summer to families eligible for free or reduced-price meals.'
More than 40,000 children will automatically receive Summer EBT benefits in 2026 without having to fill
out any additional information. Some additional children may be eligible and can apply separately. This
means $4.8 million in federal grocery benefits are going directly to support families, local grocery stores,
and communities this summer.
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School meals play a unique role in food security for Tribal communities

Food security is an economic and racial justice issue. Addressing food security in North Dakota means
recognizing the historical injustices that shape the food and economic resources available to Tribal
communities today and designing policies that ensure solutions work for Tribal communities and BIPOC
families.

In North Dakota, 11,843 American Indian or Alaska Native students attend public schools, making up 10
percent of overall enrollment.?® In fact, American Indian or Alaska Native students live and attend school
in every county across the state. All types of schools are eligible to participate in the federal school meal
program and the state expansion to 225 percent of the poverty level. This means public and non-public
schools, such as private schools or schools operated by the Bureau of Indian Education, can participate.?’

In North Dakota, 27 schools are located within one of the American Indian reservations in North Dakota,
and the majority offer free meals to all students, either through CEP (19 schools) or Provision 2 (four
schools).?"?2 Two alternative schools do not participate in the national school lunch program, but in the
remaining two schools located within a reservation in North Dakota, families do complete an application
to qualify for free or reduced-price meals. Eligibility at these two schools is about 58 percent of students.
The state expansion of eligibility (to 225 percent of poverty) impacts these two schools but largely did not
change the school meal landscape for other students attending schools in reservation communities.
Expanded eligibility does greatly impact American Indian students attending schools where free meals are
not already available to all students. Of the 6,366 American Indian students attending one of these
schools, 65 percent qualified for free and reduced-price meals in the last school year.?° Expanded
eligibility helps reach more of the American Indian youth not currently participating.

20

Beyond expanded eligibility, other changes to school meals can help support Tribal communities,
including providing categorical eligibility for free school meals to all enrolled members of Tribal Nations
and increasing reimbursement rates for school meals served at schools on or near reservations. Both
recommendations were included in the federal “Tribal Nutrition Improvement Act” introduced in 2022
which ultimately did not pass.?® Given the limited impact expanded eligibility has in Tribal communities,
additional policy changes can work in tandem to support food security for Tribal Nations and more
directly close the gap in economic and educational disparities for American Indian students.
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Expanding access to school meals supports racial equity and can help close the gap in economic and
educational disparities among other children of color too. Previously passed policies systematically
limited opportunities for families of color with effects lasting generations and have resulted in present-
day disparities in poverty rates for BIPOC children. Expanded eligibility for free school meals helps reach
more families historically left out of economic support policies. With expanded eligibility up to 225
percent of the federal poverty level, estimates show that 58 percent of American Indian children, 61
percent of Black children, and 41 percent of children identifying as Asian, Native Hawaiian, Other, or two
or more races are now eligible for school meals.*

Most Schools in Tribal Communities
Offer Healthy School Meals for All
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All Eight Schools on the Standing Rock Reservation Offer
Healthy School Meals for All
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Five Schools on the Fort Berthold Reservation Offer Healthy
School Meals for All
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Source: North Dakota KIDS COUNT analysis of data from North Dakota Department of Public Instruction
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Continue and build upon current school meal programs

Continuing the current school meal programs, including expanded eligibility to 225 percent and
Summer EBT, will allow a seamless continuation of benefits for families. This means a continued state
investment to cover reduced-cost meals and the full cost for families above the federal eligibility level.
North Dakota can build on progress made in recent years by offering healthy school meals for all
students. Nine other states have permanent policies in place to provide school meals to all, and research
shows when free meals are offered to all students, participation in the program increases and academic
outcomes improve.?>?¢

Policymakers should consider ways to implement changes included in the federal “Tribal Nutrition
Improvement Act of 2022" at the state level to further support Tribal communities directly, including
categorical eligibility for free school meals for enrolled members of Tribal Nations and an increase
in reimbursement rates for school meals served at schools on or near reservations.
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