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The COVID-19 pandemic has turned our world upside down in recent months, and the social and 
economic impacts of this global health crisis have been profound. Sadly, as is often the case, 
children are among those who have been hardest hit as the virus has swept around the globe.

An entire generation has had their education disrupted due to school closures: at the peak of the 
first wave, around 1.6 billion children and young people were locked out of the classroom. Even 
today, over 500 million have still not resumed their education. 

This is a tragedy in itself. But millions of vulnerable children have also had their long-term health, 
development and well-being thrown into jeopardy because they have missed out on precious 
free school meals – the only nutritious food they get each day. Earlier in the year, 370 million 
children were not able to receive school meals. The virus is threatening to rob these children  
of their futures.

The World Food Programme is determined to ensure this does not happen. Over the past ten 
years, a number of studies have shown that school meals combat child hunger, support children’s 
long-term well-being and help them to learn and thrive. This is especially true for girls: where 
there is a school meals programme running, girls stay in school longer, child marriage rates  

go down and teen pregnancies fall. 

Meals at school are especially important for children living in conflict situations because they 
contribute to peace and social cohesion. The 2020 Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the United 
Nations World Food Programme is a recognition that ending hunger is a critical first step towards 
peace. It is also a critical step towards better education and learning. School feeding can become 
an essential safeguard by contributing to a sense of normalcy and educational continuation. 

Getting vulnerable children back to school, particularly for children living in emergency 
situations, requires programmes which help ease the severe financial pressure many families  
are facing due to the pandemic. 

Foreword





At the beginning of 2020, national school feeding programmes delivered 

school meals to more children than at any time in human history, making 

school feeding the most extensive social safety net in the world.

 ǒ One in every two schoolchildren, or 388 million children, receive school meals 
every day in at least 161 countries from all income levels.

 ǒ Between 2013 and 2020, the number of children receiving school meals grew  
by 9 percent globally and 36 percent in low-income countries.

 ǒ This growth reflects a widespread institutionalization of these programmes as part 
of government policies for national development: more than 90 percent of the 
cost of school feeding programmes now comes from domestic funds.

 ǒ There is increasing evidence that effective school feeding programmes improve 
both access to schools and learning, while cash transfers primarily affect access.

 ǒ Despite these unprecedented gains, the programmes remained least effective 
where they were needed most: 73 million of the most vulnerable children were  
still to be reached. 

Key Messages

The COVID-19 pandemic brought an end to this decade of global growth in 

school feeding programmes and has sharpened global resolve to restore 

access to these vital safety nets as a priority.

 ǒ At the height of the crisis in April 2020, 199 countries had closed their schools  
and 370 million children were suddenly deprived of what for many was their  
main meal of the day. 

 ǒ This loss highlighted the importance of school feeding as a social safety net  

which protected the well-being of the most vulnerable children and supported 
their future. 

 ǒ The loss also highlighted the need to expand the concept of education to address 
the health and well-being of children, and to build back equitable, quality school-
based health and nutrition services in every school for every schoolchild. 
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The 2020 Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the United Nations World Food Programme “for its 
contribution to bettering conditions for peace in conflict-affected areas and for acting as a driving 
force in efforts to prevent the use of hunger as a weapon of war and conflict” (Norwegian Nobel 
Committee, 2020). 

The UN Security Council has also recognized the crucial role of food in addressing the needs of 
populations in conflicts and emergencies:

“The link between hunger and armed conflict is a vicious circle: war and conflict can cause food 
insecurity and hunger, just as hunger and food insecurity can cause latent conflicts to flare up 
and trigger the use of violence. We will never achieve the goal of zero hunger unless we also 
put an end to war and armed conflict… Providing assistance to increase food security not only 
prevents hunger but can also help to improve prospects for stability and peace.” (UN Security 
Council Resolution 2417)

In 2019, 38 percent of the 17 million children supported by WFP school feeding programmes 
were in countries affected by conflict or crises (World Bank, 2020f):1 4.3 million of these children 

were supported as part of crisis response activities in WFP’s Country Strategic Plans. WFP has 
provided support for school feeding in countries which have been among the most affected by war 
and instability: up to 971,000 children in Syria; 680,000 children in Yemen; and 460,000 children in 
South Sudan. WFP has also helped provide school feeding programmes to support the children of 
refugees from insecurity, including the school feeding programme in Bangladesh, which is assisting 
405,000 children in refugee camps, mainly from the Rohingya community. As of 2019, WFP 
supported 1.7 million child refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs) and returning migrants 
around the world, most under its crisis response portfolio.

As a tool for increasing access to education, school feeding in emergencies may contribute to the 

protection of children against these age-specific threats, such as forced and/or early marriage, 
and various forms of inappropriate child labour. Schools and other “safe spaces” can contribute 
positively to meeting child protection needs, and school feeding can provide an effective 
incentive for parents to send children to school and to support children in staying enrolled.  
(See Chapter 2, Section 2.5 School Feeding in Humanitarian Settings for more on this topic).

1. Countries classified by the World Bank as high-intensity conflict, medium intensity conflict, and high institutional and social fragility.

The 2020 Nobel Peace Prize awarded 
to the UN World Food Programme
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A Chance for Every Schoolchild ñ WFP School Feeding Strategy 2020-2030.

In January 2020, the School-Based Programmes (SBP) division launched a ten-year strategy advocating 
for increased investment in the health and nutrition of schoolchildren and adolescents.

In this strategy, WFP lays out how it will advocate globally, and work in partnership, to address gaps in 
guaranteeing a proper school feeding provision for children in schools. In many cases, WFP may not be 
the lead agency in tackling specific challenges, but by working with other agencies to shed light on the 
issue of school feeding and convening different actors, WFP will help find solutions to the challenges 
identified. WFP will do this by leveraging its six decades of experience supporting school feeding; its 
reach and knowledge of the poorest and hardest-to-reach populations; and its trajectory of working 
with more than 100 countries on sustainable national school feeding programmes.

WFP. 2020. A Chance for Every Schoolchild ñ WFP School Feeding Strategy 2020-2030. Available at: https://
docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000112101/download/

School Feeding Situation Analysis ñ needs and challenges in WFP programming

This document forms part of a wider situation analysis carried out by the School-Based Programmes 
Service with contributions from the WFP CoE in the second half of 2018 and informs WFP’s School 
Feeding Strategy 2020-2030. It is focused around areas of organizational action that are needed for the 

effective delivery of quality school feeding programmes and technical assistance, including strategies, 
programme quality, partnerships, people, systems and evidence. 

The analysis was developed based on a consultative process. The starting point was to review and 
analyse the following sources: 

 ǒ Country Strategic Plans (CSPs) ñ a rapid review of 82 already-approved CSPs from all regions.

 ǒ Reports of regional school feeding workshops held in 2017-2018.

 ǒ The external audit of WFP School Feeding (2016).

 ǒ The draft synthesis of school feeding evaluations by the Office of Evaluations (2017).

 ǒ Twenty WFP evaluations (school feeding, portfolio, operation and impact evaluations).

Consultations were then carried out: 

 ǒ School-Based Programmes Service Strategy Retreat (August 2018).

 ǒ Regional Programme Adviser Meeting (September 2018).

 ǒ Consultation calls with regional bureau programme teams and school feeding focal points (August-
September 2018).

 ǒ Global Child Nutrition Forum side-event for WFP staff (October 2018).

 ǒ Discussion within School-Based Programmes team and inputs from CoE and headquarters colleagues 
(August-November 2018).

WFP. 2018. School Feeding Situation Analysis ñ needs and challenges in WFP programming. Available 
at: https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000112503/download/

Annex I: Recent publications  
by the World Food Programme  
and partner agencies
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