
Snacks and breads have a reputation as items 
that may seem out of step with the military’s 
healthy eating goals, but both turn out to have 

a place in the selection of well-balanced foods avail-
able to service members.

Service members who choose wisely can select 
snacks and breads that provide important nutrients, 
even those interested in losing weight, but the focus 
should be on the ingredients. Nutritionists and dieti-
tians suggest whole-grains; choices that are low in to-
tal fat, saturated fat, trans fats, added sugars and salt; 
and increasing whole foods, such as fruits, vegetables, 
lean protein and low-fat or fat-free dairy items.

“Snacks and bread, if selected wisely, can be good 
sources of whole grain, protein, calcium, fiber, vita-
mins and minerals,” said Capt. Kate Schrumm, USA, 
exchange staff dietitian, Army and Air Force Ex-
change Service (AAFES). “Snacks can help maintain 
energy and improve nutrient intake between meals. 
They are also useful during prolonged physical and 
field training when energy expenditure is high and 
time is limited.”

Smart snacks supplement a service member’s diet 
throughout the day. “Maintaining stable blood sugar 

levels is important to avoid energy 
slumps throughout the day,” Ma-
rine Corps Food Service replied. 
“Snacks eaten before a member is 
ravenously hungry will help stave 
off the pangs of hunger and the light-headed feeling 
associated with low blood sugar. Physical and mental 
performance suffers when the energy level drops.”

Choices that are considered healthy snacks and fall 
within the service member’s nutritional requirements 

include fresh fruit, low-fat yogurt 
or a handful of almonds. Other 
examples are low-fat cheese, low-
salt crackers and pretzels, low-fat 
or fat-free yogurt, tuna packed in 
water with crackers, low-fat cot-
tage cheese with fruit, dried fruit 
and unsalted nuts, energy/sports 
bars that are low in fat and mod-
erate in protein, low-fat chocolate 
milk, and low-fat cookies, such as 
ginger snaps.

“Healthy snacks and 
breads provide energy 
in the form of carbohy-
drates, which are impor-
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tant for performance and recovery,” according to 
responses from Marine Corps Food Service. “Service 
members should not avoid breads or snacks just be-
cause they are trying to lose weight. They should 
instead consider the fat and calorie content of the 
items before consuming them.”

Bread also contributes to an airmen’s healthy diet 
and well-being as a source of protein, vitamins, min-
erals, fiber and complex carbohydrates. It is also low 
in fat and cholesterol.

“Breads are a wonderful source of carbohydrate, 
the body’s primary energy for both working muscles 
and the brain,” the Marine Corps wrote. “And in 
order to maintain sustained energy throughout the 
day, a continual source of healthy carbohydrates 
should be readily available.”

Diets low in carbohydrates result in 
fatigue, headache and inability to think 
clearly, none of which are desirable out-
comes for military members, the Marine 
Corps explained.

Like snacks, some bread varieties have 
more nutritional advantages and the 
suggestion is that the primary ingredient 
for bread should be whole grain. “The 
word ‘whole’ should be first on the list 
of ingredients,” she said, noting that 
AAFES requires stores to carry a whole-
grain option. “Whole-grain bread is a 
good source of dietary fiber and essential 
nutrients like thiamin, riboflavin, nia-
cin, folate, iron, magnesium, selenium 
that support a healthy metabolism and 
energy production.”

How much bread belongs in the daily diet var-
ies depending on the calorie and nutrition require-
ments of each individual. Generally, the Air Force 
suggests, individuals should include four to six slices 
of whole grain and/or white bread per day.

A service member’s daily calorie needs and prefer-
ences are guidelines the Marine Corps uses to deter-
mine how much bread to eat. “A general guideline is 
for healthy carbohydrates to comprise approximately 
60 percent to 65 percent of a Marine’s daily diet,” the 
Marine Corps wrote. “That means an active Marine 
could easily consume two to three servings of bread 
at each meal in order to meet energy needs. But oth-
er sources of carbohydrate, such as whole-grain cere-
als, rice, fruit and starchy vegetables, should also be 
consumed to not only reach the desired percentage 
but to help round out a healthy diet.”

DFACS
Air Force dining facilities incorporate a variety of 

snacks and breads into the 14-day menu to provide 
airmen a well-balanced selection of food groups for 
all meals. Snack choices include assorted fruit, gra-
nola bars, yogurt, muffins, cookies and various types 
of chips.

In dining facilities, healthy choices make up an 
increasing share of the assortment to support better 
diets and improved physical performance. “The Air 
Force is not revising what constitutes a snack and 
where it fits in,” said Bill Spencer, chief of Appropri-
ated Fund Operations, Air Force Food and Beverage 
Section, Division of Operations, Air Force Personnel 
Center. “However, the Air Force has taken a more 
strategic approach by providing healthier snacks and 
identifying more nutritional options.”

About half of the snacks 
available in Air Force din-
ing facilities are labeled under the Go for Green nutri-
tion education program with stoplight colors to signify 
foods that should be eaten often, occasionally or rarely. 
“The majority of the snacks are classified as yellow and 
red with a few meeting the green standard,” Spencer 
said. “The goal is to have DFAC managers classify and 
label all local snacks offered by the fourth quarter of 
this fiscal year (fiscal 2013).

Breads can fall into all three of the Go for Green 
color label categories depending on the type of in-
gredients used, and what is put on it, such as butter. 
Whole grains, bagels and English muffins are con-
sidered green.

Healthier breads are selected for Marine Corps 
dining facilities that enhance the nutritional quality 
of items available and follow revised Department of 
Defense (DoD) Menu Standards. An example is: “All 
sliced bread offered contains whole grains (white 
with whole grains or whole wheat with at least 2.5 

Choosing healthier snack options 
when available is one way to help 

control weight, dietitians advise. Be 
sure to read labels to be aware of 

calories and other ingredients. 
(PHOTO COURTESY: PATRICIA DEAL, USA, CRDAMC 

PUBLIC AFFAIRS)

FOOD FOCUS: SNACkS AND BREAD

Government Food Service • mAY 2013



grams fiber per serving) and at 
least one bread offered is folate 
and iron fortified.”

MEETING STANDARDS
The Air Force works with its manufacturers to 

provide breads that meet DoD nutritional standards. 
Current standards require DFAC managers to offer 
a minimum of three types of sliced breads consist-
ing of whole grains with at least 2 grams of fiber per 
serving with less than 230 mg of sodium per serving. 
Additionally, at least one bread type is fortified with 
folate and iron.

Air Force dining facility menus always incorpo-
rated snacks; what has changed, however, is the se-
lection available to airmen contains more options 
considered healthful. “Healthier snacks are now be-
ing offered to include assorted fresh fruit, granola 
bars, yogurt, muffins, baked chips, protein bars, pita 
chips, granola bars, 100-calorie prepackaged snacks, 
etc.,” Spencer said.

Airmen are contributing to the evolution of snack 
options available in dining facilities by requesting 
additions to the assortment verbally and through 
comment cards. Requests are for popular items, in-
cluding baked chips, pita chips, protein bars, fresh 
fruit and smaller-portion snacks.

Air Force Food and Beverage keeps up with industry 
trends by meeting with industry partners to receive in-
formation on other popular and nutritious items avail-
able to airmen. “Air Force Food Service continuously 
works with our industry partners to provide healthy 
choice snacks for customers in our dining facilities,” 
Spencer said. “The manufacturers have been provided 
the Go for Green standards and continue to provide 
new items to evaluate.”

United States Marine Corps mess halls feature a 
variety of breads that range across the entire Go for 
Green color label spectrum, with the color designa-
tion typically set by the amount of fat contained. 

Whole-grain breads are labeled green 
while higher-fat varieties, such as corn-
bread and croissants, are yellow or red.

Nutrition is being emphasized more 
than ever in menus and the variety of 
food available to service members. A 
nutritious post-exercise snack bar, for 
example, is provided to Marine Corps 
recruits at key points throughout train-
ing to improve performance by enhanc-
ing physical and cognitive recovery/
resiliency.

“This initiative is a direct result of 
evidence-based research on athletes,” 

the Marine Corps wrote. “Recovery improves when 
carbohydrates and protein are provided following 
strenuous exercise sessions lasting more than an 
hour.”

Otherwise, the Marine Corps notes that while no 
guidelines are written specifically for snack foods, 
DoD Menu Standards can be applied. Recommenda-
tions for cereal bars in the grain and starch section 
suggest at least 2.5 grams of fiber per serving. Ad-
ditional guidance is also available regarding salt, fat 
and sugars.

An upcoming DoD initiative is expected to assess 
a military base’s nutrition environment to determine 
availability of healthy options and require a plan to 
enhance any deficiencies.

To improve the nutritional quality of food in the 
Marine Corps, headquarters representatives meet 
periodically with foodservice industry leaders sup-
porting DoD to discuss reducing saturated and trans 
fats along with salt and added sugars. “By interact-
ing with leaders in the foodservice industry, part-
nerships are established, which result in follow on 
work to improve the food items,” the Marine Corps 
replied. “It has been a very positive initiative.”

AAFES
In fact, snacks are also available to airmen 

throughout installations, including locations oper-
ated by AAFES, such as convenience stores and vend-
ing machines, as well as the Defense Commissary 
Agency (DeCA).

Consistent with the Go for Green dietary educa-
tion program, traffic stoplight color-coded labels are 
being used in dining facilities to guide airmen to 
make healthy snack and bread choices.

AAFES and DeCA label healthier items using stan-
dards specific to each location. “The National Au-
tomatic Merchandising Association (NAMA) created 
the Fit Pick program to identify products that meet 
specific nutrition guidelines for fat, saturated fat and 
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good breakfast every day 
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sugar,” Schrumm said. “In Exchange machines, 15 
percent of the items must meet the Fit Pick criteria 
and be labeled accordingly.”

 “The guidance to our facilities is to label all items 
under the Go for Green program,” Schrumm said. 
“This is a relatively new program and our goal is to 
have all items labeled, including snack items based 
on the traffic stop light colors in the near future.”

Using labels to guide service members toward 
selecting healthier choices where food is available 
is part of a larger educational campaign by AAFES. 
The “Operation Be Fit” program reinforces the Go 
for Green message with videos and public service 
announcements that discuss healthy snack options 
and demonstrate how to create easy, healthy recipes. 

These announcements are broadcast on 
Air Force television and radio channels 
available on base.

In the Exchange Express stores, healthier items 
are also labeled with the Operation Be Fit logo. “Op-
eration Be Fit items meet strict standards for calo-
ries, saturated fat, trans fat, sodium, sugar and other 
important health parameters, like fiber and whole-
grain, depending on the type of product,” she said.

Snacks and meals commonly available from Ex-
change Express stores and vending machines in-
clude choices from all food groups, such as fresh 
fruit, yogurt, granola bars, nuts, low-fat and non-fat 
milk, cereal, oatmeal, baked chips, fruit cups, tuna, 
salmon, frozen meals, and many more.

“Also, the Exchange recently partnered with Air 
Force Health Promotion’s ‘Better Foods, Better Bod-
ies’ pilot campaign to increase the sale of healthy 
options in the Express stores by providing educa-

tional handouts and running radio spots at certain 
pilot sites,” Schrumm said. “The campaign pilot is 
currently being conducted at Langley, Andrews and 
Lackland Air Force bases.”

AAFES discusses with industry partners the types 
of snacks that comply with Operation Be Fit. “Our 
Exchange vendors are very excited about Operation 
Be Fit,” Schrumm said. “We receive multiple requests 
every week to evaluate if their products will fit into 
our program. Some vendors have even modified the 
nutrient composition of their products so that they 
will earn the Operation Be Fit label.”

Vending machines around the base must also con-
tain assortments that comply with Fit Pick require-
ments. “Our vendors monitor item popularity in the 

vending machines,” Schrumm said. “If 
an item is not doing as well, it will be 
switched out for another item. Regard-
less of the items in the machine, the 
15 percent Fit Pick standards must be 
met. In the Express stores, buyers may 
test a new item to see if it sells. They 
also monitor products and respond to 
customer demand.”

LABELING PROGRAMS
Go for Green and Operation Be Fit 

have the same goal: raising the aware-
ness of airmen to make healthy choic-
es, modify diets and improve physical 
performance.

Go for Green is a point-of-purchase, 
diner-education program that is used 
to classify food in appropriated fund 
dining facilities and airmen and Medi-

cal Treatment Facility dining halls.
The goal of Operation Be Fit is to la-

bel items that promote long-term health by reducing 
calories, saturate fat, trans fat and sodium, as well as 
increase the intake of dietary fiber. “These snacks can 
also help improve physical performance to help stay 
fueled before, during and after exercise,” she said.

The Air Force Food and Beverage Section supple-
mented the Go for Green program by creating the 
“Healthy Choices” campaign. Spencer explained 
that the campaign “provides dedicated merchandis-
ing kiosks to promote smart snacking featuring nu-
tritionally balanced selections.”

Further information on healthy snacking is incor-
porated into Air Force Health Promotion programs 
where appropriate. Airmen and family members, for 
example, can contact their local Health and Well-
ness Center for assistance and education on healthy 
snacking.

—GFS
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