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October 11, 2011 

 

School Lunch the French Way: Reporting Back 
©Georgeanne Brennan and Ann M. Evans 

 

To: Catherine Petillon, French Embassy; Ivan Bertoux, French Consulate San Francisco; 

Lilian Meunier, Academy of Bordeaux; Dominique Futschik, Foreign Delegations – 

Paris; Joel Maybury, US Consul, Bordeaux; Congressman Mike Thompson; 

Congressman Sam Farr; CA Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Torlakson; Karen 

Ross, Secretary, CDFA; John Young, Yolo County Agriculture Commissioner; Marilyn 

Briggs, Co-Director, UCD Center for Nutrition in the Schools 

 

From: Evans & Brennan, LLC 

 

RE: Summary Report - French School Lunch Fact-Finding Trip, sponsored in part by the 

French Consulate San Francisco and the Education Attaché, French Embassy, 

Washington, D.C. – March 21-25, 2011 

 

Thank you all for your support for and interest in our fact-finding trip to France regarding 

the status of French school lunch. We are pleased to provide you with this report, based 

on our one week immersion in the Paris and Bordeaux regions. 

 

 

SUMMARY 

 

National School Lunch Week, celebrated in the United States from October 10 through 

the 14, 2011 coincides with recent announcements from the French Government about 

further reforms in their school lunch. This report offers insight into the fundamental 

aspects of French school lunch which country reflects one of the lowest rates of 

childhood obesity among Western nations. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

As school lunch consultants in California for over a decade, we have witnessed school 

food and education professionals in caring communities attempt to change the food on 

the plate so as to provide the best food, health and learning opportunities for their 

children. Despite some success, the rate of change is frustrating to all – begging the 

question, is it possible for a state or nation to get school lunch right? We decided that if 

any nation could do so, it would be France with its deep cultural heritage around food and 

the national importance ascribed to imbuing its youth with this knowledge and 

experience.  

 



French School Lunch Report: Evans & Brennan, LLC Page 2 of 5 

516 Rutgers Drive, Davis, CA 95616 

info@evansandbrennan.com 

phone: 530-756-4892 & 530-795-4995 

In 2010, UNESCO declared the custom of French lunch to be part of the world’s 

“intangible cultural heritage.” France is the only Western country where, after decades of 

increase, the rate of childhood obesity has stabilized. France is doing something right, 

and it might be school lunch.  

 

 

With this in mind, we approached the French Consulate in San Francisco, Ivan Bertoux, 

Deputy Cultural Attaché, with a proposed investigation. He proved enthusiastic and 

supportive, and with his efforts, and those of Catherine Petillon, Attaché of Cooperative 

Education at the French Embassy in Washington, D.C. as well as that of Lilliane Meunier 

of the Bordeaux Education Authority, and Dominique Futschik of the Department of 

Foreign Delegations in Paris, we completed a preliminary investigation, including 

visiting production facilities, visiting schools, eating daily school lunches and meeting 

with education, agricultural and health officials at the national, regional and local level in 

the Bordeaux and the Paris regions, March 21-25, 2011.  
 

THE EXPERIENCE 

 

French school lunch menus read like white tablecloth restaurants and the food is served 

on white china, along with real cutlery. Students spend at least half an hour eating their 

lunch and talking while they finish their fresh fruit and piece of French cheese. No pre-

packaged, manufactured, heat-and-serve food with unpronounceable ingredients is 

apparent. Schools have kitchens or caterers where real food is cooked.  

 

A Paris Suburb Middle School 

In Cergy Pointoise, an hour outside Paris, we visited a middle school and watched several 

hundred students slide their trays along the  lunch line of the  school’s brightly lit 

cafeteria, taking first a salad of mixed greens with slivers of chicken and several slices of 

chorizo, dressed with a mustard vinaigrette, and next choosing between fillet of fresh 

Atlantic Pollack, a type of cod,  roasted with cherry tomatoes and zucchini or braised 

beef with mushrooms, accompanied by boiled, parsleyed potatoes and optional self-serve 

hollandaise sauce. Next they served themselves slices of cheese, bread, and an apple tart 

or piece of fruit. We watched as they settled down at their tables, each with a pitcher of 

water, and quietly conversed and laughed as they ate their lunch.  

 

City of Bordeaux Preschool and Elementary 

In the heart of Bordeaux, we visited an elementary school and watched 6 year olds pick 

up their tray at the far end of the dining room. First, they took a salad of mixed vegetables 

with mayonnaise. Next they slid their tray to servers, who asked the students if they 

preferred lentils or flageolet beans, and their choice was topped with a ladle of sautéed 

pork and carrots. After choosing a cheese, and taking a roll and yogurt, a square of 

brightly colored paper was put on the tray, indicating when the lunchtime started for that 

student.  There were no dismissals for recess until the student had been at the lunch table 

for 30 minutes, but then they have recess before and after lunch. Thirty minutes for lunch 

is the minimum amount of time deemed necessary to enjoy a meal, converse, and digest 

it, all part of the French national dictate for school lunch that deems that mealtime is an 
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important part of the school day. Pre-schoolers were served, family style, 4 to a table, by 

an adult, part of the early training in the French way of eating.   

 

Rural Village in Aquitaine Middle School 

In La Reole, a rural village of about 4,000 in Aquitaine, two cooks and a helper, working 

in a 40-year old kitchen facility prepare 400 meals a day for the middle school students 

who come to school from the surrounding villages.  They proudly showed us boxes of the 

organic apples they would serve for lunch and a slab of French beef they would later that 

week carve into steaks. Our visit to their cavernous kitchen coolers, freezers, prep rooms, 

and pantry revealed nary a  processed, manufactured item, except for crème caramel and 

chocolate mousse. Somebody is cooking school lunch.  

 

Purveyor of School Food for Bordeaux 

The City of Bordeaux which, like all cities, towns, and villages in France, is  responsible 

for providing  elementary school lunches, opted for contracting with a  private company, 

Syndicat Intercommunal à Vocation Unique (SIVU), to prepare and deliver its school 

lunches, with strict parameters for fresh, local, and increasingly, organic fruits, 

vegetables, and other products.  We visited the glistening clean facility and donned white 

coats, caps, shoe covers, and masks, making us almost indistinguishable from the 

employees.  

 

We investigated the walk-in coolers filled with cartons of celery root, cabbages, and 

apples, freezers with meat and vegetables, the pantries with canned vegetables, couscous, 

demi-glace sauce bases, and the kitchens where French pork was being transformed into 

Porc aux Olives, then packed into plastic bags to be cooked sous vide in simmering vats 

of water, later to be packed into the 6 portion bulk containers that will be delivered to 

schools, along with the first course salads,  fruits, cheeses, and yogurts that complete the 

elementary meal.  

 

When asked about fresh fruits and vegetables, M. Torpichino, the technical manager 

replied, “We only buy locally, and in season. It is what the City of Bordeaux expects. It is 

part of our contract. For example, we don’t buy any tomatoes until May, when they come 

into season in our region – and these apples we are serving are coming from the 

Limousin, not far from here.”  

CHALLENGES 

Nevertheless, there are challenges. The French school system feeds six million children 

every day. The danger of the next generation slipping into fast food culture is real. The 

French government announced in early October, 2011, that it will restrict salt and sauces 

such as mayonnaise, salad dressings and catsup, removing any self serve condiment 

stations in school cafeterias. It will also be imposing a “sugar tax” of two-cent tax on 

cans of carbonated, sugary drinks as of January 1, 2012.  

The move is part of a larger plan to preserve French gastronomy among younger 

generations as well as to ensure recent gains in slowing the rate of increase in obesity 
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among youth.  School meals are nutritionally balanced, according to regulations, and 

must also include a dairy product, usually a cheese course at the end of the meal or 

yogurt, (water is served in pitchers on the table) and meet a minimum of weekly servings 

of fruits and vegetables with procurement preference given to French grown agricultural 

products. 

Local Purchasing as part of Sustainable Development 

They are experimenting, as is the United States, with more direct purchasing from local 

farms and cooperatives. They operate under the Byzantine restrictions and procedures of 

public procurement, as all countries in the world do now due to the agreements of the 

World Trade Organization. These are brilliantly spelled out in a book entitled “The 

School Food Revolution – Public Food and the Challenge of Sustainable Development” 

by Kevin Morgan and Roberta Sonnino published in paperback in the UK in 2010.  

 

The French government, as a part of its national sustainable development policies, 

mandates school lunch programs to purchase 20% organic and sustainable fruits and 

vegetables by 2012, and this may be difficult. “There aren’t yet enough organic farmers 

to meet that quota, but we are working with the farmers, educating the students,” M. 

Darrailla, Kitchen Director at Blanquefort Agricultural Senior High School near 

Bordeaux tells us.  

 

“Parents want more organic food served, and we are trying to do that,” says M. 

Torpichino. “We’ll meet that goal.” The elected representative from the Bordeaux city 

council who is with us smiles and nods her head. 

 

 “Champignons de Paris are grown just a few kilometers from here, but my bid supplier 

offers only those from Poland, or local organically grown ones. It’s a frustration, but look 

at this fish,” Chef Vincent Laurent who heads the kitchen at Clergy Pointoise told us. He 

opened his cooler to show us fresh Atlantic cod. “It’s cheaper,” he said, “and better to 

cook fresh.” 

 

ORGANIZATION AND FINANCE 

School lunch in France is directed by national policy under the administration of the 

Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Fishing with respect to school lunch food safety, 

nutrition and purchasing guidelines. With respect to disbursement of funding for school 

lunch, the Ministry of Education handles this. The Health Ministry handles national 

health campaigns which can involve school lunch. Called Restauration Scolaire, school 

lunch has two mandates – to provide children with proper nutrition and to educate 

children about taste and good eating habits.  

 

School lunch in France costs between the equivalent of 6,4 to 7,5 Euros. The price paid 

for school lunch is 2,7 Euros for elementary and 3,30 for middle and high school. The 

total cost to the school is 6,4 to 7,5 Euros for elementary and 10 Euros for middle and 

high school. The difference is funded by local, state and national subsidies.  
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Middle schools and high schools are run by a regional administration, which disperses 

funds provided by the national government for school lunch. Although there is some 

subsidy based on income level of families, all students pay a minimum. Students can go 

home for lunch or eat the lunch provided by the school. Bringing your own lunch from 

home is not an option. Dietary restrictions are accommodated.  Preschool and elementary 

schools are administered through the municipality.  

 

Chefs and School Lunch Environment 

School lunch is prepared on or off site by trained chefs. Service is offered in well lit, 

clean and spacious cafeterias, the space for which is dedicated to lunch. The eating time 

is required by the Ministry of Education to be no less than 30 minutes. The elementary 

schools typically offer recess prior to lunch as well as after lunch, for a total of 1.5 - 2 

hours.  

 

Schools days are typically longer, often going to 4:30. Adults who help serve and clean 

up are full time at the elementary and secondary level, with their hours augmented by 

being aides in the classroom, on the school grounds, and as cleaning staff.  

Regarding nutrition: Each lunch has four components, each of which must be balanced by 

percentage of the total meal: appetizer, main dish, garnishes such as vegetables and 

grains, and desserts. School lunch must meet minimum nutrition and caloric 

requirements, as set forth by the National Health and Nutrition Plan. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In our one week visit, our impression is that the French school lunch is more than a meal. 

It is a concerted effort by federal, regional, and local governments to teach and to model 

the pleasures of freshly cooked real food, the discovery of different tastes and flavors, 

and to promote civil discourse around the table. To the French, the school lunch 

experience is not only a valued part of their children’s educational day; it is part of 

learning the national culture.   

 

Evans & Brennan, LLC is a consulting firm in California that specializes in food and 

agriculture, including school lunch. 

 


