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Introduction 

In April 2026, the Environmental Law Institute (ELI) and NRDC released a Model State Law on 
Reducing Food Waste in K–12 Public Schools,1 a template law that can be adapted and enacted 
by states to advance food waste reduction measures in kindergarten through 12th grade (K–12) 
public schools. The Background Memorandum2 that accompanies the Model explains the 
respective roles and authorities of federal, state, and local governmental entities in public 
school governance generally, in order to provide the legal context for the adoption and 
implementation of the food waste reduction measures included in the Model. 

To elucidate this complex public school governance landscape, this case study details the 
respective authorities of the State of California, Los Angeles County, and the Los Angeles 
Unified School District (LAUSD). This case study is intended to provide a sample governance 
landscape briefing for states, counties, cities, and school districts around the country that are 
interested in adopting some or all of the school food waste reduction measures in the Model. 

I. Public Education and School Nutrition Governance in the United States 

Overview of Public Education Governance 

Public education governance in the United States is complex, featuring a latticework of laws, 
institutions, and norms at the local, state, and federal levels of government.3 Primary control 
over public education is exercised by state and local institutions,4 which means that “rules, 
policies, and standards can vary from state to state, from district to district, and since the 
advent of charter schools, from one building … to the next.”5 As a result, the governance 
structures for public education tend to be opaque and not well understood outside of expert 
circles.6 

Primacy over public education law and policy lies with state government. The key governmental 
players in public education governance at the state level—in addition to the governor and state 
legislature—are the state board of education, the chief state school officer, and the state 
department of education. Every state has the same or similar policymaking roles, but these 
roles operate differently in the context of each state’s governance model.7 

But day-to-day implementation and administration of schools occurs locally, at the level of 
school districts and, even more granularly, individual schools. Key local institutional players in 
public education governance are each school district’s school board and superintendent of 
schools, as well as each individual school’s principal, teachers, and support staff. 

In addition, the federal government plays an important role where federal funds are involved. 

Federal Child Nutrition Programs 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) administers a range of child nutrition 
programs, or CNPs.8 The largest of these are the school meals programs: the National School 
Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP).9 
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Administra�on of the CNPs involves federal, state, and local actors. At the federal level, the 
CNPs are administered by the USDA Food and Nutri�on Service (FNS).10 At the state level, the 
most common arrangement is for a state child nutri�on office—usually located within the state 
department of educa�on or the state board of educa�on—to administer these programs 
through agreements entered into with local school food authori�es (SFAs),11 which is “typically 
synonymous with the district’s school nutri�on department.”12 

Key CNP implemen�ng roles are spread across the three levels of government. USDA, through 
FNS, distributes CNP funds to the states and promulgates detailed federal regula�ons governing 
the CNPs. FNS oversees state-level agencies, including through management evalua�ons.13 

For their part, state-level agencies “are responsible for distribu�ng federal reimbursements to 
[SFAs] and overseeing school districts’ administra�on of the school meal programs, including by 
conduc�ng administra�ve reviews of school districts.”14 

Finally, at the local level, SFAs usually “handle food service operations and accounting 
responsibilities, such as food procurement, preparation, and service and tracking meals for 
reimbursement,” while other divisions of the local school district “handle administrative duties, 
such as processing applications and certifying children for free and reduced-price school 
meals.”15 

School Meal Procurement 

SFAs are typically responsible for operating the CNPs in schools under their jurisdiction 
pursuant to an agreement with a state agency, including in most cases procuring school 
meals.16 But SFAs must comply with local, state, and federal procurement requirements,17 
which can be extensive,18 and may require the SFA “to coordinate with multiple stakeholders 
including schools, state and local agencies, and third-party entities (e.g., food service 
management companies).”19 

How, where, and by whom school meals are prepared can vary, which in turn can lead to a 
variety of procurement scenarios. Generally speaking, SFAs source products and services for 
school food programs through multiple entities, including food service management companies 
(FSMCs), group purchasing entities, and third-party group purchasing entities.20 

The SFA monitors the terms of FSMC contracts, and the state agency ensures that the SFA 
complies with state and federal procurement requirements.21 States may exceed federal 
standards, and state and local procurement requirements may apply in addition to federal 
standards.22 

Beyond the use of FSMCs, group purchasing is a key component of the school food 
procurement landscape. The parties to and shape of these purchasing agreements can vary 
widely.23 
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With respect to any procurement under federal awards (as is the case with the various federal 
CNPs), a state must follow the same policies and procedures it uses for procurements with non-
federal funds.24 Where such policies and procedures are lacking, federal regulations provide 
procurement standards to follow.25 Even where such policies and procedures do exist, federal 
regulations provide certain additional procurement standards.26 

Federal law establishes a simplified acquisition threshold of $350,000: formal procurement 
processes must be used for this level of purchase. Below this level, informal “small purchase” 
standards may be used for purchases of more than $15,000. And purchases of $15,000 and 
below implicate informal micro-purchase standards.27 When state or local procurement rules 
set stricter thresholds, the stricter requirements apply.28 

It is important to note that governments routinely employ their procurement authority to 
achieve public policy objectives in the environmental and health arenas.29 In fact, a 2025 USDA 
FNS memo confirms that schools participating in a CNP can implement procurement strategies 
to buy local foods.30  

II. Public Education and School Nutrition Governance in the State of California 

Overview of Public Education Governance 

The State of California distributes authority over public education in transitional kindergarten 
through 12th grade (TK–12) schools across state, regional, and local levels. From the 1970s until 
2013, public education governance in the state remained highly centralized. However, in 2013, 
the Local Control Funding Formula “overhauled the state’s system of governance to provide 
greater authority and flexibility to local districts.”31  

Public education governance in California is complex and consists of “overlapping 
responsibilities.” A 2025 report by Policy Analysis for California Education maps the intricate 
structure of public education governance in the state.32 

At the top, the governor sets budgetary priorities, appoints key officials, and influences the 
policy agenda, while the state legislature allocates funding and conducts oversight, among 
other responsibilities. The Constitution of California, as amended by Proposition 98, guarantees 
a minimum level of annual state funding for public K–12 schools and community colleges, 
although specific allocations within this category are left flexible.33 Currently, roughly 38% of 
the state’s general fund is directed to K–12 education.34 

The California State Board of Education (SBE) consists of 11 members who are appointed by the 
governor and is the primary governing and policymaking body of the state’s TK–12 education 
system. The SBE plays a limited role, however, in implementation and enforcement.35 

The Superintendent of Public Instruction (SPI) is an elected official who serves as the state’s 
chief school officer. The SPI leads the California Department of Education (CDE), which is tasked 
with implementing directives of the SBE, ensuring compliance with state and federal 
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regulations, measuring and analyzing educational outcomes, and providing technical support to 
local educational entities. CDE does not have independent policymaking authority.36 

Connecting state and local educational entities are 58 county offices of education (COEs), which 
are led by county superintendents (most of whom are elected) and overseen by county boards 
of education (elected). In addition to running county-wide educational programs, the primary 
roles of COEs are providing local school districts with fiscal oversight and technical assistance; 
assessing local plans to meet state educational goals using state funds (local control and 
accountability plans, or LCAPs); and monitoring districts’ performance.37 

Finally, local school district boards help manage California’s 937 local school districts, including 
by appointing and overseeing local school district superintendents, who lead local district 
central offices, which implement local school district board directives.38 California’s school 
districts are “independent of county governments and local municipalities.”39 In general, 
California school districts “receive the large majority of their funding from the state, primarily 
from income and sales tax revenues, but also from local property taxes that are collected at the 
local level and distributed by the state.”40 

Both local school district boards and COEs can request waivers to parts of the state’s 
educational code, which are reviewed and may be approved by the SBE.41 

State of California Child Nutrition Programs 

The Nutrition Services Division (NSD) sits within CDE and is responsible for: administering the 
federal CNPs as described above,42 including ensuring compliance with nutrition standards; 
overseeing school districts’ nutrition operations; and providing technical assistance. NSD helps 
to provide over 900 million school meals and snacks at nearly 11,000 sites to roughly 5.8 million 
public school children.43 

NSD also administers California’s Universal Meals Program (UMP), which began in 2022. Under 
UMP, public school districts, COEs, and charter schools are required to offer free breakfast and 
lunch every school day to all TK–12 students.44 CDE clarifies that the intent of UMP is “to 
supplement, not supplant, the federal meal reimbursement,” and that the “state meal 
reimbursement [is] the difference between the federal and state free and reduced-price meal 
reimbursement amount and the paid rate.”45 Accordingly, “to receive the state meal 
reimbursement for these meals, [local education agencies] must also participate in the NSLP 
and SBP.”46 In addition, “high poverty schools” are required to adopt a federal universal meal 
service provision, such as the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) or Provision 2.47  

Developments at the federal level, including cuts to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program or plans to cut funding and raise eligibility requirements for the CEP, could affect 
UMP.48 
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III. Public Education and School Nutrition Governance in Los Angeles County 

Overview of Public Education Governance 

The Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors serves as “the executive and legislative head of 
the largest and most complex county government in the entire United States.”49 The County 
Board is supported by an Executive Office, which manages “technology, staffing, procurement 
and facilities resources, as well as the publication of information.”50 The Executive Office plays a 
role in administering County Board directives, including by overseeing a Chief Sustainability 
Office and an Office of Food Systems, which has published several resources mapping out food 
systems networks and stakeholders in Los Angeles County.51 

The County Board of Supervisors appoints the seven members of the Los Angeles County Board 
of Education to two- and four-year terms. The County Board of Education governs two 
specialized schools but has limited direct authority over the county’s school districts, which set 
their own policies. Specifically, it has direct authority over “matters of interdistrict attendance 
appeals; school district boundary changes and expulsion appeals.”52 

Among the Board of Education’s responsibilities is to appoint the Los Angeles County 
Superintendent of Schools and establish the policies of the Los Angeles County Office of 
Education (LACOE). The County Superintendent of Schools leads LACOE—the nation’s largest 
regional education agency—serving 80 local school districts, the largest of which is the Los 
Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD). LACOE provides both direct instruction and a range of 
support services, functioning as a strategic bridge between the CDE and local school districts 
(see Section II).53 One of LACOE’s strategic objectives is to build partnerships “to strengthen 
public education as a common good,” which includes coordinating “community data resources 
and services to address barriers” such as food insecurity.54 

The Role of Los Angeles County in School Nutrition  

Because individual school districts typically handle food procurement on their own—including 
through assigning procurement duties to a division55 or employee56—or by working with an 
FSMC57 (see Section I), the role of LACOE in procurement is limited. Some school districts in Los 
Angeles County, however, work with a purchasing cooperative, such as PINCO.58 

However, the County Board does occasionally adopt school nutrition–related measures. 
Examples of these measures include: 

• Food procurement: In 2011, the County Board adopted a motion to integrate “healthy 
nutrition standards and practices” into the food procurement process,59 which led to 
the establishment of a committee to advise on issues such as standards for vending 
machine snacks and healthier cafeteria meals.60 In 2025, the County Board approved a 
motion directing the Los Angeles County Department of Public Health and Chief 
Sustainability Office to reduce food-related greenhouse gas emissions by revising food 
purchasing protocols and creating food-related emissions reduction targets.61 
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• Plant-based options: Recently, the County Board adopted the 2025 OurCounty Plan, 
which includes Strategy 10B, Action 147 to “promote plant-based menu options through 
nutrition and procurement policies in food service settings, such as … school districts.”62 

IV. Public Education and School Nutrition Governance in the Los Angeles Unified School 
District 

Overview of Public Education Governance 

LAUSD is the second-largest school district in the country, consisting of 437 elementary schools, 
78 middle schools, 87 senior high schools, 26 multi-level schools, 66 magnet schools, and 213 
independent charter schools. There are over 375,000 enrolled TK–12 public school students, 
and over 105,000 enrolled independent charter school students.63  

The LAUSD Board of Education—which consists of seven elected members serving four-year 
terms—appoints the LAUSD Superintendent. The Board of Education makes financial and policy 
decisions for the school system, and the Superintendent is tasked with overseeing 
implementation by staff in hundreds of LAUSD offices and divisions.64 This includes managing 
LAUSD’s $18.8B budget, which is divided into nine categories: a general unrestricted fund 
($7.2B), a general restricted fund ($5.7B), and seven specific funds, including a dedicated 
“cafeteria fund” for the District’s food service program ($470M).65 Pursuant to California 
Assembly Bill 1200 (Chapter 1213/1991) and Assembly Bill 2756 (Chapter 52/2004), LAUSD is 
required to submit to LACOE an annual “Multi-Year Projection” of the general fund along with 
its adopted budget.66  

LAUSD and the City of Los Angeles 

LAUSD covers most of the City of Los Angeles, as well as portions of other cities in Los Angeles 
County. Although LAUSD and the City of Los Angeles share similar boundaries, the two are 
distinct units of local government. As LAist points out, “Although it's enshrined in the L.A. City 
Charter, LAUSD operates independently of City Hall … [making] L.A. the largest city in the 
country in which the mayor has no direct control over the school board.”67 In fact, in 2006, a 
judge ruled that state legislation granting the Mayor of Los Angeles a degree of control over the 
school district violated the Constitution of California.68  

The financial relationship between LAUSD and the City of Los Angeles is similarly limited. 
Roughly 86% of revenue for LAUSD’s general funds comes from state sources, and an additional 
9% and 2% come from federal sources and community fundraising, respectively (see Section II 
for more information on how California school districts are funded).69  

Although the City of Los Angeles has no general authority to set or override LAUSD policy, the 
City’s charter does govern certain limited aspects of LAUSD, including the election process for 
the Board of Education.70 Beyond that, there are several forms of interaction between the City 
and LAUSD. For example, in August 2025, LAUSD approved a joint powers agreement 
establishing a ten-year partnership with the City Department of Recreation and Parks (RAP) to 
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transform “schoolyards into vibrant public parks during non-school hours” through the 
Community School Parks Initiative.71 RAP also has contracted with the LAUSD Food Services 
Division since 2014 to procure meals for the USDA-funded Summer Lunch Program.72 In 
addition, the City of Los Angeles helps fund LA’s BEST Expanded Learning Program, which 
operates in LAUSD schools and serves “more than 17,000 elementary students … before school, 
after school, and during the summer.”73 

The Role of LAUSD in School Nutrition 

Authority over lunch procurement in LAUSD schools is held by the LAUSD Procurement Services 
Division.74 The LAUSD Food Services Division serves as the District’s SFA (see Section I for a 
discussion of how SFAs coordinate with state and federal agencies, operate CNPs, and procure 
food). As the SFA, the Food Services Division handles the operations of the District’s food-
related programs, serving over 100 million meals a year. Because LAUSD is a CEP district, all 
students receive free breakfast and lunch. Many LAUSD schools now also offer a third free 
meal, hot supper, served on campus after dismissal. Vegan and vegetarian options are offered 
daily at all schools.75 Additionally, the Food Services Division runs a “Farm to School” program, 
which “connects [students] with fresh, locally sourced produce and educational opportunities 
about agriculture.”76 

Examples of school nutrition–related measures and plans adopted by LAUSD include: 

• Food procurement: In 2012, LAUSD adopted the Good Food Purchasing Program.77 
Relatedly, in 2019, the City of Los Angeles joined the C40 Good Food Cities 
Accelerator,78 which included commitments to align food procurement policies with the 
Planetary Health Diet,79 including for food served in schools. 

• Food waste reduction: LAUSD efforts include a program to allow students to save food 
for later,80 implementation of share tables at some schools,81 food scraps collection and 
food waste training services,82 and a food donation program.83 

• Food quality: One of the “pillars” of the LAUSD 2022–2026 Strategic Plan is “Joy and 
Wellness,” which includes “Whole-Child Well-Being” as one of several “priorities.” A key 
strategy for realizing this priority is to “elevate school nutrition with fresher, healthier, 
and more appealing options informed by family and student feedback.”84 
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