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Organic Life sees opportunity in freshening up school lunch menus

By David Sterrett
May 24, 2010

Jonas Falk and Justin Rolis have been looking over the shoulder of the school lunch lady — and they think they
can do better.

The duo began Crganic Life LLC four years ago by whipping up lunches in a small kitchen overnight and
dalrvering them o schools in thair van. This fall, they expe<! to sarve more than 100,000 lunches a weak
featuring entrees such as grass-fed beef hot dogs and Asian-marinade free-range chicken

Organic Life's business has doubled in the past year as advocates such as Michelle Obama and TV chef Jamie
Dliver's "Food Revolution” show bring attention ta the guality of the nation's schoal lunches.

Organic Life co-founders Justin Rodls, left. and Jonas Fak in Sacred Hearl's lunchroom. Photo: Stephen J. Savio

To keep growing, Organic Life must continue to steal business from global food-service giants Sodexo S.A. of
France and Compass Group PLC of Great Britain, which have long dominated the school-lunch field. The trick
will be finding ways to offer fresh food at rock-bottom prices — or convincing school administrators. that the
additional expensa is worthwhila,

"W are cooking kids' favorites but with better ingredients and better chafs,” says Mr. Falk, 25, who worked in the
kitchen of Le Frangals Restaurant in Wheeling before starting Organic Life. Mr. Falk has even persuaded former
Le Frangais chef Roland Liccioni to join Organic Life to help with the culinary operations.

Mr. Falk says Organic Life was profitable in 2009 and expects sales to double next year to more than 57.5
million. The company has about 120 employees, including more than 20 chefs working in eight kitchens.

Organic Life provides lunches at private schools such as Sacred Heart and the Montessori Academy of Chicage,
and has won several new contracts, including for Glencoe's public elementary school district.

"They appealed to kids with faverites such as mac and cheese and burgers and appealed to parents with whole
grains and fresh, organic produce." says Heleme Stelian, who heads lunch buying for Glencoe's Parent Teacher
Organization.
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Since Organic Life began providing lunches at Sacred Heart this year, the number of students buying each day
rose 1o more than 330 from 225, says Christing Crandall, the school's coordinator of student life. The lunch costs
$4.50 if purchased in advance or $5 if bought that day and includes a hot meal, fresh fruit and salad bar with
fresh meats and vegetables.

"It is way better than last year because it is real food,” says a Sacred Heart fifth-grader who buys lunch daily.
"Thera afe no mofe myslery meats "

While Organic Life has succeeded in affluent schools, the founders want to move into larger and more diverse
public school districts and high schools, which often do business with the larger players, "That is geingto be a
huge leap for them," says Rochelle Davis, executive director of Chicago-based Healthy Schools Campaign,
which works with Chicago Public Schools on its lunch program, "That is a whole different ballgame and is much
more than just providing healthy foad "

Public school districts often have more students who receive free or reduced-price lunches; the federal
government pays $2.68 for these meals. Organic Life's founders say they plan to serve a school in the coming
year with many students on the free and reduced-price lunch program and can produce lunches for elementary
school students for around $3 each

But the large food-service providers are not going to give up their turf easily. Sodexo provides more than 2.8
million meals a day at 470 school districts across the country,

“Making healthy meals affordable is a major concern for Sodexo,” a spokesman says. “We are able to use the
purchasing power we have as a large company 1o really limit the costs of the meals we serve. This in turn allows
us o provide more healthy options without increasing meal prices.”

Ch lls-Thompson Hospi .a y of Compass Group, this year renewed its contract with Chicage

Public Schools and helped the district develop healthier food standards.

"Chartwells-Thompson Hospitality continues to expand the ion of menu ings to Chicago students that
include a variety of fresh, wholesome fruits, vegetables, whobe grains, low-fat dairy, lean meats and plant-based
profeins,” a spokeswoman says, noting the company serves mare than 35 million lunches. and 20 million
breakfasts a year to more than 305,000 students.

Organic Life's founders know they also must compete with other local startups such as Gourmet Gorilla Inc. of
Chicago, which does about 1,000 meals a day. But Mr. Rolls, a 32-year-old with a background in food-service

consulting, says Organic Life has retained every account it's won in the past four years, "It hasn't been an easy
business to break into because there has been very little change in school lunches in the last 50 years, but we
are taking a whole new approach,” he says.
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