
USDA Releases Nutrition Standards For Competitive Foods Sold in Schools 

 

On June 27, 2013, the USDA released interim rules establishing the nutrition standards 

for competitive foods sold in schools. Competitive Foods are defined as all food and 

beverages, other than meals reimbursed under the National School Lunch Program and 

School Breakfast Program, available for sale to students on school campuses during 

the school day. These rules apply to foods sold through vending machines, student 

stores, snack bars and as a la carte items. The rules will take effect July 1, 2014. 

 

The interim rules are very similar to the proposed rules released in February and 

contain many of the same requirements. In response to comments filed by NAMA as 

well as other organizations and companies, several of the requirements were expanded 

to allow for additional products and modification of required nutritional standards.  

 

Under the interim rules, the requirement remains that competitive foods must fall into 

one of the following categories: 

 a grain product as defined in the rules 

 have as the first ingredient one of the non grain major food groups (fruit, 

vegetable, dairy or protein foods) 

 be a combination food that contains ½ cup of fruit or vegetable 

 a food that contains 10 percent of the Daily Value of a nutrient of public 

health concern (allowed until June 2016) 

 if the first ingredient is water, the second ingredient must be one of the 

above 

   

In addition, competitive foods must contain 35% or less total calories from fat; saturated 

fat must be 10% or less of total calories (with certain exemptions) and 0 trans fat. Total 

sugar must be no more than 35% by weight (rather than 35% of calories) certain 

exemptions apply. Under the interim rules the allowed sodium content was adjusted up 

to 230 mg per item but this level is reduced to 200 mg per item in July of 2016. Snack 

items and side dishes served a la carte are limited to 200 calories per item and entrée 

items have a calorie limit of 350 calories. 

 

Several changes were made related to the beverages that are allowed to be sold, these 

include the inclusion of carbonated water for elementary schools and fruit and vegetable 

juice with added water or carbonated water at all school levels. Additionally, in high 

schools calorie free and reduced calorie beverages may be sold in the food service area 

and elsewhere without restriction.  

 



Under the interim rules, all schools may sell plain or carbonated water, low fat milk 

(unflavored), plain or non fat-free milk (including flavored) and milk alternatives and full 

strength fruit/vegetable juice as well as full strength fruit / vegetable juice with water or 

carbonated water.  Elementary schools may sell up to 8 ounce portions. Middle and 

high schools may sell up to 12 ounce portions. 

 

Additional beverages are allowed at the high school level including calorie-free 

beverages and low calorie beverages. Some of the beverages are restricted to 12 oz 

servings however certain low calorie and non calorie beverages can be served in 20 

ounce servings. Beverages containing caffeine are also permitted. Allowable beverages 

are available in the food service are and elsewhere without restriction.  

 

These standards for food and beverages represent minimum standards that local 

educational agencies, school food authorities and schools will be required to meet. 

State agencies and/ or local schools would have discretion to establish their own 

standards for non-program foods should they wish to do so, as long as such standards 

are consistent with the final minimum standards.  

 

Limited exemptions to these rules are allowed for certain infrequent school sponsored 

fundraising activities. However these items may not be sold in competition with school 

meals in the food service area during meal times.  

 

The Food and Nutrition Service of the USDA is inviting comments to these rules by 

interested parties. Information on how to file these comments and the timeline for filing 

them will be available at www.NAMAvoice.org   

 

The full text of rules can be found on the USDA website.  

 

For additional information contact Sandy Larson at slarson@vending.org . 
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