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GREEN BAY — Every week, Angela Price
goes to the grocery store with a strict plan.

With her list, she strategically shops the
aisles at Walmart and Pick ’n Save, trying
to make sure she’s getting the best deal on
food for herself and her 11-year-old son, Ol-
iver.

And every week, the price of food keeps
going up.

“Grocery money, I think, is probably my
biggest financial stress that I have right
now,” Price said.

Like many parents, Price wakes up early
during the week to make breakfast, pre-
pare herself for work and get Oliver ready
for school. She also packs him a lunch —
something parents didn’t have to do a year
ago.

In 2020, lunch was free for all students
nationwide at schools that opted into a
federal assistance program to offset some
of the pressures of COVID-19.

At the beginning of the 2022-23 school
year, that federal aid ended, and schools
reverted back to the old system — a system
that requires caregivers to fill out an annu-
al form with their income to see if their
child qualifies for a free or reduced price 

About one in eight children face hunger in Wisconsin, according to Feeding

America, and research shows that hunger can lead to lower academic

performance and developmental delays.

Kindergarten students at Suamico Elementary School
go through the hot lunch line on March 8.
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Wisconsin has chance to bring
back free school meal program

Danielle DuClos
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ASHWAUBENON – Ashwaubenon
wants to rein in vacation rentals’
spread in the village as more residents
complain about nuisances and more
families complain they can’t buy a
home in the village.

In doing so, village officials will
have to balance resident concerns and
the village’s long-term health with the
interests of an increasing number of
businesses and investors that buy and
renovate homes to rent to visitors on
sites like Airbnb and VRBO. 

“We’re starting to lose our neigh-
borhoods. And that’s what our con-
cern is,” Village Trustee Chris Zirbel
said. “Our job is to make sure we have a
vibrant community going forward. It’s
killing our neighborhoods and we’re 

Ashwaubenon
taking up
vacation rental
restrictions
Here’s what to know
about the village’s
balancing act
Jeff Bollier
Green Bay Press-Gazette
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option.
Otherwise, kids may bring a lunch,

pay for school lunch, or, in some cases,
not eat. 

And kids are going hungry. One
Green Bay teacher said she notices
more kids not eating at lunchtime be-
cause the universal free lunch program
ended.

The end of the program left families
struggling to feed their kids and school
nutrition departments underfunded
as they navigate higher food costs,
supply chain issues and families who
can’t pay.

About one in eight children face
hunger in Wisconsin, according to
Feeding America, and research shows
that hunger can lead to lower academ-
ic performance and developmental de-
lays.

That pandemic-era lunch program
was a glimpse at a possible future for
the American education system: feed-
ing all kids at school for free, no matter
their income. 

Wisconsin might bring it back.

Having a low income doesn’t
guarantee free lunch; even $5
can disqualify you

To qualify for free or reduced price
school lunch, families have to apply
every year and show that they make
less than the annual or monthly in-
come thresholds set by the federal gov-
ernment.

Even if a family makes just a few
dollars more, their application is de-
nied, meaning lots of families fall
through the cracks.

Caitlin Harrison, the president of
the School Nutrition Association of
Wisconsin and the director of food ser-
vice at the Elmbrook School District —
a district west of Milwaukee that
serves Brookfield, Elm Grove and part
of New Berlin — had to deny a family at
the beginning of the school year be-
cause they made $5 more than the cut-
off.

“That’s heartbreaking, right? Be-
cause you know that they need it, but
unfortunately there’s checks and bal-
ances and things that we have to fol-
low to keep our programs sound,” she
said.

Price makes about $300 more a
month than the federal limit to qualify,
so she didn’t apply because she knew
she would be denied.

So, she just packs Oliver a lunch.
According to the federal guidelines, a

family of two, like Price’s, would need to
make less than $2,823 a month before
taxes — $33,874 a year — to qualify for
reduced lunches. To qualify for free
lunches, that would be a gross monthly
income of $1,984 or $23,803 annually.

While Price is a few hundred dollars
over the income threshold, the price of
groceries keeps going up. Food was 10%
more expensive in January 2023 than it
was in January 2022.

Price even considered getting anoth-
er job to help compensate.

“I was like, ‘I’m going to have to get a
second job just for food,’” she said. “I
was at the point where it was all on cred-
it cards, and I was racking up a lot of
debt, and it was all groceries.”

Districts may feed kids who have
no lunch money, but that may lead
to negative account balances

So what happens when a child shows
up in the lunch line, hasn’t qualified for
free or reduced lunch but can’t pay? It’s
up to the district to decide.

Districts can decide to not feed the
child or to give them an alternative meal
instead. Some districts — like Elm-
brook, Appleton and Green Bay — feed
kids anyway, even when that means
their school meal accounts go negative.

The Green Bay School District’s neg-
ative lunch account balances totaled
$343,208 at the end of the 2018-19
school year, the last full school year that
wasn’t interrupted by the pandemic or
supported by federal universal free
school lunch.

As of the end of February, that nega-
tive balance has gone down to $90,000.

In Appleton, the district’s total nega-
tive lunch balance was $55,000 in 2019;
at the end of the 2022 school year, it was
down to $225. 

The Sheboygan Area School District
is participating in a program that pro-
vides free meals districtwide, and its
negative balance as of February was
$25,000.

Even where there is free lunch, 
the rules are strict and hard for
kids to follow
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HOWARD – Village officials had hoped
voters would approve a referendum April
4 that would have increased public-safety
staffing, saying more money would re-
duce people’s wait time for ambulances
and boost the total hours that a deputy
patrols the village.

But, though 2,917 residents voted “yes”
to approve extra funding, which would
have increased total taxes the village
would collect by $765,000, 3,250 voters
turned it down.

The defeat left village leaders scram-
bling to find ways to add four firefighter-
paramedics to increase the “fire-based
emergency services” it provides, Admin-
istrator Paul Evert said in a memo sent
Thursday to village board members.

The village had also hoped to use part
of the referendum money to increase the
hours it paid the Brown County Sheriff’s
Office to patrol the village. As it does in vil-
lages including Allouez, Bellevue and Led-
geview, the sheriff’s office provide police
services under contract with Howard.

The village said it will endeavor to meet
public-safety demands, while it continues
to gain population. The U.S. Census Bu-
reau estimated the population as of July 1,

2021, at 20,229 — an increase of 279
since the April 2020 census. The village
also plans to switch to its own paramed-
ic service at the end of the year, when its
contract with County Rescue, a private
service operating from Bellevue, ex-
pires. 

The plan had been for the village to
boost staffing to seven paramedics, had
voters approved the referendum. Staff
has since proposed a “Plan B,” which
would have the village add four full-time
firefighters/paramedics.

In the meantime, ambulance re-
sponses to calls within the village during
nighttime hours “will remain a serious
concern,” said Public Safety Director Ed
Janke in a written statement. He said the
current budget would be adequate, pro-
vided the demand for services does not
grow.

An increase, Janke wrote, would pose
a problem. And Evert said that using
current resources will likely require
“reallocation” of some village resources,
and “will likely impact other services in
our community,” though he couldn’t say
which ones before the board’s discus-
sion.

The nine-member board is slated to
discuss possible next steps Monday. It
meets at 6:30 p.m. Monday at the Village
Hall, 2456 Glendale Ave.

A new 274 area code prefix will join
phone numbers in the 920 area code, the
Public Service Commission of Wiscon-
sin announced Friday.

The 920 area code will soon start run-
ning short on new numbers to assign.
Specifically, the 920 area code will not
have enough prefixes, or three-number
combinations after the area code.

So, in order “to meet the demand for
telephone numbers,” new customers to
the area will start receiving the 274
numbers when the 920 numbers run
out, the Commission said.

Existing phone numbers will not
change.

The new area code will be in service
starting May 5, but new numbers with
the area code will start being assigned
sometime in late 2023 or early 2024.

The 920 area code serves communi-
ties in northeastern Wisconsin, includ-
ing Appleton, Oshkosh, Green Bay,
Sheboygan and Manitowoc. It was cre-
ated in 1997. Previously, phone num-
bers in the area had used the 414 code,
which is now mostly used in Milwau-
kee.

Rebecca Loroff is a breaking and
trending news reporter for USA TODAY
NETWORK-Wisconsin. Contact her at
rloroff@gannett.com.

920 area code region to add 274 in May
Rebecca Loroff
Appleton Post-Crescent

USA TODAY NETWORK – WISCONSIN

Howard seeks solutions to
expand police, firefighter funding 
Doug Schneider
Green Bay Press-Gazette

USA TODAY NETWORK – WISCONSIN
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Students can automatically qualify
for free lunch if their family is also taking
part in another assistance program such
as the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program, or SNAP.

While universal free school lunch is
not a reality for all students in Wiscon-
sin, there is a federal program that gives
specific schools that option. The Com-
munity Eligibility Provision, or CEP,
automatically gives all students a free
breakfast and lunch at school if more
than 40% of the student population re-
ceives some other state or federal assis-
tance.

The Milwaukee Public School District
and Sheboygan Area School District par-
ticipate in the CEP program as do about
half of the schools in the Green Bay
School District.

Oliver goes to one of the CEP schools
on Green Bay’s east side where breakfast
and lunch is free.

But as Price put it, it’s hard to tell an
11-year-old how to work within the
guidelines.

Meals are only free under the federal
program if they are “complete.” Students
must get three of the five lunch compo-
nents — a grain, protein, milk, fruit or
vegetable — for it to be reimbursed by the
federal government. One of the compo-
nents must be a fruit or vegetable. 

If a child gets only part of that meal or
adds other items, it isn’t covered by the
federal program.

“At this point, I just got to pack the
lunch. I’m broke either way. If he went
and bought a la carte items I mean it’s
like the same thing,” Price said. “I’m just
going to pack him stuff and know that
what he’s eating is healthy and that it’s
the stuff that he’ll like and not be waste-
ful about.”

At East High School in Green Bay, Ma-
ría Abundíz Campos, a bilingual social
worker, had a student who qualified for
free lunch but kept getting charged.

She went through the lunch line with
him to see why, and discovered he was
getting more food than is covered by the
free meal.

“My student was getting two slices of
pizza or sometimes a slice of pizza and
something else and something else and
something else. And he told me ‘Well, I
take more than one piece because this is
not enough for me,’” she said. “And I felt

terrible because I was like, ‘Well, (if)
you’re going (to) be doing that, you have
to pay.’”

Abundíz Campos keeps a basket of
granola bars and other snacks for stu-
dents in her office. Every day she fills it
up — sometimes twice — because stu-
dents are hungry.

School food service departments
struggle to stay afloat, but
universal free lunch could help
solve that

The pandemic-era free lunch program
not only fed kids for free, but it provided
school nutrition departments with a
more reliable funding source. Some food
service departments are in the red by
tens of thousands of dollars because of
negative student meal balances.

Most food service departments are
self-funded, meaning they make money
based on how many meals are sold.

“We’re basically a large restaurant,”
Harrison said. “There’s no guarantee
that people are going to show up at
breakfast or lunch. There’s no guarantee
that you’re going to serve X amount of
meals a day.”

When meals were free, schools were
reimbursed for all meals they sold, not
just those served to low-income stu-
dents. This helped departments budget
better and navigate supply chain chal-
lenges because they could afford to buy
locally, Harrison said.

It was also a time when food service
workers didn’t have to act as debt collec-
tors.

“The access to food is always top of
mind for anybody who works in food and
nutrition in a school district, but I think
what the last two years have shown us is
that we can see kids and not ask ques-
tions about their eligibility,” Harrison
said. “… And that puts our staff in an in-
credibly difficult position to have to ask a
kindergartner or first-grader, ‘Do you
have lunch money?’ And I get a little
emotional about it because it’s so upset-
ting that our employees would have to do
that.” 

Wisconsin might join other states
and bring back free meals

While free meals for all ended at the
federal level, a few states — Colorado,
California, Minnesota and Maine — have
taken matters into their own hands and
passed laws to fund free food for stu-
dents at the state level.

Wisconsin has not, but that doesn’t
mean it’s off the table. 

Gov. Tony Evers is seeking $120 mil-
lion in his state budget proposal to fund
free breakfast and lunch for all Wiscon-
sin students in public, private and char-
ter schools, making up what isn’t cov-
ered by the federal government.

Rep. Kristina Shelton (D-Green Bay)
has been working to get free school
meals passed in Wisconsin for nearly

two years. As a former physical educa-
tion and health teacher, the issue is close
to her heart. 

During the Legislature’s last session,
Shelton introduced a bill to provide free
school meals, but it never got a commit-
tee hearing. Shelton is working along-
side the Healthy School Meals for All co-
alition, a group of school and community
advocates, to push for legislative action
on free school meals. 

Shelton “absolutely” plans to reintro-
duce the bill if Evers’ proposal is cut from
the state budget, but her Republican col-
leagues might not be on board.

Sen. Eric Wimberger (R-Green Bay)
previously questioned the need for free
school meals on social media.

“Well, the idea of free or reduced cost
lunch is to help people who can’t afford
it,” he told the Press-Gazette. “The per-
son obligated to take care of you is your
parents, and these sort of needs-based
programs are supposed to be because of
needs.”

Shelton thinks it’s possible there will
be movement on free school meals this
year, citing a “noticeable shift in the con-
versation” around school meals.

“Yes it’s good for kids, but it’s also
good for working families. It’s good for
farmers and growers, and it’s a local in-
vestment in local economies. Those
messages were coming through,” she
said.

This story is part of the NEW (North-
east Wisconsin) News Lab’s fourth series,
“Families Matter,” covering issues im-
portant to families in the region. This
year, reporters from six news outlets —
Green Bay Press-Gazette, Appleton Post-
Crescent, Wisconsin Public Radio (WPR),
Wisconsin Watch, The Press Times and
FoxValley365 — will spotlight the daily
struggles families face, dig up solutions
and options, and explain why these top-
ics impact not only families, but the
whole state.

Danielle DuClos is a Report for Amer-
ica corps member who covers K-12 educa-
tion for the Green Bay Press-Gazette.
Contact her at dduclos@gannett.com.
Follow on Twitter @danielle_duclos. You
can directly support her work with a tax-
deductible donation at GreenBayPress-
Gazette.com/RFA or by check made out
to The GroundTruth Project with subject
line Report for America Green Bay Press
Gazette Campaign. Address: The
GroundTruth Project, Lockbox Services,
9450 SW Gemini Drive, PMB 46837, Bea-
verton, Oregon 97008-7105.
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A kindergarten student at Suamico Elementary School chooses a cup of fruit
while going through the hot lunch line on March 8.
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