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Commissioner: I’m just going to do, just as sort of the Albany host and knowing so 
many people, I’m just going to say, “Hello,” and, “Welcome,” and particularly thank 
the Rockefeller Institute, Tom Gaze, Bob Bullock, and all the good people here today 
that for giving us this wonderful venue and for doing the audio/visual, and nice to 
see so many old friends here and so welcome, and I’m going to turn it over to our two 
Co-chairs, Mariana Chilton first to talk a bit about the Commission, and Robert, who 
many of you know, just to introduce himself and say a few words and then we’ll get 
right to you, Kate.  
 
Commissioner: Good morning, thank you very much for being here. My name is 
Mariana Chilton. I’m the Co-chair of the National Commission on Hunger. I’m very 
happy to be here with Robert Doar, the other co-chair. The National Commission is a 
bipartisan commission appointed by members of Congress to address food 
insecurity in the United States. We are tasked with, first of all, looking to see, looking 
at our nutrition assistance programs and working to address food insecurity, 
utilizing existing programs and funds and also searching to find innovative solutions 
that include public and private partnerships and other community-based local 
solutions, as well. We’ve decided, as a commission, to focus on very low food security 
at the household level, which is a reduction in the quantity and the quality of food, 
disordered eating patterns, when families report experiencing hunger because they 
don’t have enough money for food. We are here to listen and to learn from each of 
you. We are tasked with creating a report that we [will] submit to Congress and the 
United States Department of Agriculture in the end of October. This is our first field 
hearing. This is the first time we’re out of DC, very delighted to be in Albany and we, 
even though there are only three of us here, this is an official hearing of the National 
Commission on Hunger. We are headed to Little Rock, Arkansas, New Mexico, El Paso, 
Texas, Oakland, California, Portland, Maine, and then back to Washington DC for 
more field hearings. So this is our first one. We’re very delighted that you’re here. We 
are recording. We are audio recording and we are video recording. This is a part of 
the public record. This will be made available on our website and also on the 
Rockefeller Institute website. We’re very delighted that Rockefeller is hosting us 
today. So thank you very much for being here and Robert, do you have some 
welcoming words?  
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Commissioner: I just want to say, “Thanks,” and, thanks to Rus for helping to put this 
together. Mariana and I asked various members of the Commission to be kind of the 
chiefs of certain regional hearings and Rus has done an exemplary job. For those of 
you who are New Yorkers, like myself, we think it’s perfectly appropriate that we 
would be first. We are first in a lot of things and [Laughter] I’m very glad to be here 
and see a lot of old friends. So let’s get started.  
 
Commissioner: That’s great. Well, I want to welcome our first witness, Kate Breslin, 
who’s the President and CEO of the Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advocacy. Kate’s 
had a long and storied history in the public health field. She also was the Project 
Director in the California Budget Project before coming back to Albany and she, I 
have a great fondness and affinity because I worked for 17 years at SCAA before Kate 
arrived and really delighted to hear from you, Kate, and I know you’re going to talk 
from a public health perspective a bit and other things and so, the floor is yours.  
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KATE BRESLIN 
PRESIDENT AND CEO, SCHUYLER CENTER FOR ANALYSIS AND ADVOCACY 

 
 

Commissioner: One second, please, not quite.  
 
Breslin: Thank you, okay.  
 
Commissioner: Just how we’re going to run this.  
 
Breslin: Yeah.  
 
Commissioner: You have 15 minutes of uninterrupted time and then we’ll allow 10 
minutes for a question and answer and dialogue.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: And please, make sure that we’re always speaking into the mic so 
that the recording is good. Also, our Twitter handle is @NationalComHunger. We 
tried to keep it short but if any of you would like to live tweet, we welcome that, as 
well. Kate?  
 
Breslin: I will try to live tweet after. [Laughter] I’m not great at it. Thank you very much. It’s 
really exciting and a pleasure to have the opportunity to testify before the National 
Commission on Hunger today. As Rus said, I’ll kind of take kind of an overarching 
perspective. The Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advocacy is a 143-year-old statewide 
nonprofit organization dedicated to policy analysis and advocacy in support of public 
systems that meet the needs of people living in poverty. Schuyler Center often works in 
areas that fall between multiple policy arenas and systems of care, including public health, 
healthcare and mental health, child welfare, human services and family economic security. 
My comments today are framed from the point of view of the work that the Schuyler Center 
does, particularly family economic security, public health, and healthy child development. 
An endeavor to be responsive to your charge, which you laid out earlier and I won’t repeat. 
It bears noting at the outset that in the United States people experience food insecurity 
because they are poor. It would be hard to argue that there is any other primary reason, 
other than poverty or low income, for food insecurity in today’s United States of America. 
Food insecurity has a public health impact because of the physical impact of poor nutrition 
on children and adults and also because of the impact that stress of the insecurity has on 
families’ social, emotional and physical well-being. A significant and growing body of 
research documents the significance of early childhood for an individual’s lifelong health 
and well-being.  
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Research is additionally demonstrating what we’ve known intuitively for generations. 
Parental stress and instability can have lifelong deleterious impacts in developing children. 
So while it’s essential that we ensure that children [have] optimum nutrition to set them on 
a lifelong path to better health, it’s imperative that we additionally address the needs of 
their parents and their families. Food insecurity is integrally tied to health and family 
economic security. So the policy solutions to address hunger and food insecurity and to 
reduce the need for government nutrition programs at the highest levels are self-evident. 
Increasing employment rates and full-time work, increased wages and benefits, including 
the minimum wage increase, sick leave and paid family leave, expanded improved 
refundable tax policies that support low income people, like the Earned Income Tax Credit, 
adequate and robust income supports like unemployment insurance, TANF, SSI, expanded 
access to high quality and affordable childcare and robust, accessible nutrition programs, 
specifically and urgently, our first set of recommendations to address food insecurity 
involve many things that we can do to address income security.  
 
Here in New York now, during the rest of the legislative session and beyond and nationally, 
these include raising the minimum wage and indexing it to inflation, enacting paid family 
leave, expanding the earned income tax credit, ensuring it’s refundable, as it is here in New 
York, fixing and investing in our less than effective system of subsidized childcare, and 
continuing to expand affordable health insurance options, especially for low and moderate 
income people. In the interest of health, healthy child development, food security, and 
family economic security, it’s essential that we protect and enhance access to food and 
nutrition for children, adults, seniors, and families. There is evidence the programs that I 
think some of my colleagues will go into more detail about like SNAP, WIC, child and adult 
care food program, et cetera, improve food security and family economic security.  
 
Additionally, evidence demonstrates that families that lose or have reductions in SNAP 
benefits are more likely to be in poorer health and to forgo important services and 
prescriptions and WIC contributes to positive developmental and health outcomes for low 
income women and young children. WIC participation is associated with healthier births, 
more nutritious diets, stronger connections to preventive healthcare and improved 
cognitive development. So I’ll frame these specific recommendations around food issues 
with regard to strengthening existing programs and enacting policies that focus on public 
health. It’s important that we maintain SNAP as an entitlement and that we do not convert 
it to a block grant. SNAP participation increased following our nation’s great recession 
because more people needed it. Converting SNAP to a block grant would mean that SNAP 
would no longer be able to respond to increasing need as it did so successfully during the 
recession, streamline and coordinate eligibility and enrollment. Most SNAP recipients are 
poor, as are eligible participants in other public needs tested programs. One way to get 
more eligible people enrolled would be by streamlining and coordinating eligibility and 
enrollment across Medicaid and SNAP and perhaps other programs as is allowed under the 
Affordable Care Act. California, for example, has instituted [a] policy that automatically 
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enrolls an applicant who qualifies for SNAP into Medicaid. Streamlining enrollment in New 
York between SNAP and Medicaid is challenging due to New York’s complicated patchwork 
of eligibility levels as well as different eligibility and enrollment infrastructures. In the 
future the New York State of Health Marketplace, which is our exchange will be a one-stop 
shop for Medicaid, other coverage, and we hope SNAP and other programs. In the near 
term New York should reach out to Medicaid members and SNAP beneficiaries who do not 
have either Medicaid or SNAP and who qualify to provide them with assistance. Increase 
participation in the afterschool and summer food programs, school lunch program, and 
other nutrition programs, I expect that some of my colleagues will get into more detail 
about some recommendations for how to do that but we’re very supportive of ways that we 
can reduce red tape and streamline eligibility by, for example, the, certifying eligibility by 
connecting it to other programs and community eligibility for areas with low, with high 
poverty schools.  
 
We also suggest considering policies that reduce the consumption of sugar-sweetened 
beverages, which have no nutritional value and contribute to health problems. Sugar-
sweetened beverages add a significant amount of sugar and non-nutritive calories to the 
diets of children and adolescents, putting them at risk for a host of future concerns. 
Research demonstrates connections between the consumption of sugar-sweetened 
beverages and obesity, poor health, poor oral health, and risk of chronic disease. Sugar-
sweetened beverage consumption has a negligible impact on hunger and reduces children’s 
intake of calcium, vitamin D, and potassium to the extent its consumption displaces milk 
consumption. The WIC Program already doesn’t include sugar-sweetened beverages and 
shows results in healthy food intake and dietary outcomes. A study recently published in 
Health Affairs suggests that banning the purchase of sugar-sweetened beverages with SNAP 
would reduce obesity and diabetes. A tax broad-based on sugar-sweetened beverages 
should also be considered. Studies have shown that relative prices of food and beverages 
can lead to changes in how much people consume them. So a tax has the capacity to both 
reduce consumption and generate revenue that could be used for nutrition and other 
health-related concerns.  
 
We also strongly recommend fixing the cliffs that result in reduced or lost benefits and 
contribute to family instability and other negative outcomes. In SNAP and other programs a 
modest increase in income from an increase in hours worked or hourly wages can result in 
a significant reduction or loss of benefits. Commissioner Chilton has, and her team have a 
great study on this and we fully support the recommendations therein. It bears repeating 
that children, adults, and families experience food insecurity and the result in stress and 
poor health because of poverty. The evidence continues to demonstrate that lack of 
adequate food, stable housing, healthcare and other essentials in infancy and early 
childhood can affect children’s brain development with long-term consequences for their 
physical, mental, academic, and economic well-being. Our solutions need to address the big 
picture and overarching problem of poverty, as well as the nitty-gritty details of making 
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programs work better for more people. There are no silver bullets. Addressing food 
insecurity and improving nutrition requires cross-cutting policies and perhaps more 
importantly, the political will to implement them. I very much appreciate the opportunity 
to be here today and I look forward to continuing to work with everyone in the room to 
address these important issues.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thanks so much, Kate. Questions, Mariana or Robert to start? 
 
Commissioner: I’m fine. Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: I have a question about a couple of things here that I just wanted to 
get some clarification. When we talk about expanding enrollment in, I can’t get over 
calling it Food Stamps, I’m sorry, because a 40-year background in this program but 
I— 
 
Commissioner: I sometimes do that, too.  
 
Commissioner: —but I wonder what particular ideas you have. We have pretty 
aggressive outreach in this state already and we fund a lot of programs to reach out 
to people and I know that there had been an issue in New York City, particularly Joel 
will probably talk about that we had been one of the last bastions of finger imaging 
Food Stamp recipients but I’m just curious what else we could possibly be doing 
because when you look at some of the USDA actual figures on the amount of benefits 
that are issued in the aggregate, it’s almost 94% of all the benefits that would be 
possibly issued if there was 100% participation. And so I just wonder sometimes 
whether we are really almost doing the best job we can in reaching people. I know 
one of the areas that we’ve looked at and maybe you, maybe others will address it, 
but a lot of people tend to fall off their roles at recertification and so I’m just curious 
about your thoughts.  
 
Breslin: Well, so we’ve been, because we focus a lot on health programs, we’ve been having 
conversations particularly about making sure that we’re and I guess I wouldn’t necessarily 
say particularly expanding enrollment but maximizing participation and so I think there’s 
opportunity every time somebody who’s eligible applies for and receives one of the 
benefits and in this case, I’m talking about Medicaid and SNAP, that’s a great moment of 
opportunity to make sure that if we know that person is eligible or that family is eligible, 
it’s a great opportunity to make sure that they’re aware of their likely eligibility and use 
that opportunity to enroll them. So we’ve been trying to look at, we’ve actually had a hard 
time getting data from any of our state agencies about those intersections, about, we 
haven’t been able to get our hands on the data that tell us where are those gaps, you know. 
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Who’s on Medicaid who would likely be eligible for SNAP or vice versa? We think that’s just 
a great opportunity to make sure that the folks who are eligible and need these programs 
are actually enrolled in them.  
 
Commissioner: Makes sense, and my second question has to do with your comments 
about the sugar-sweetened beverages. You obviously know that New York submitted 
a waiver several years ago when, to the USDA on behalf of New York City to eliminate 
the purchase of sugar-sweetened beverages with public funds and it was turned 
down then. But in candor, your remarks about the deleterious effects of consumption 
of those products are very important and it was an interesting alignment between 
the beverage industry and a lot of advocates federally that sort of lobbied against 
this, where we had a whole series of public health institutions that were totally for it. 
And I’m just wondering how we can get some common ground on this because one of 
the things we struggle with is that being a bipartisan commission, just like Congress, 
there’s obviously disagreements around this at times but I just think at least 
knowing whether that would help and knowing whether people would simply 
substitute their own dollars for public funds but I’m just wondering what you’re 
thinking as how to— 
 
Breslin: Well, I think, you know, the evidence is, we’re seeing more and more evidence 
about specifically sugar-sweetened beverages. So I know, I think there is a lot of 
conversation, you know, about a slippery slope and so I, I’m just specifically focused on 
sugar-sweetened beverages because there is a growing body of evidence that shows the 
very, very clear link between sugar-sweetened beverages and obesity and then several 
other conditions that are connected to that and the fact that it has zero nutritional value. 
And so I think, you know, to the extent there’s controversy, there’s very clear scientific 
evidence that those are unhealthy. At the same time, I would advocate strongly for kind of 
an across the board approach around sugar-sweetened beverages, so in addition to limiting 
the purchase in our nutrition, in our Food Nutrition Programs, I would strongly advocate 
for a broad-based tax. It’s frankly, embarrassing that sugar-sweetened beverages are 
cheaper to buy than milk and I, you know, I, I’m not prepared to go into deep analysis of it 
but we, as a federal government, support those industries that develop sugar-sweetened 
beverages and high fructose corn syrup and all, so I think there are ways of addressing that 
specific issue that isn’t just limited to SNAP.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you. Any questions?  
 
Commissioner: Yeah, I was really impressed with the way that you brought in public 
health and take that public health approach and especially, call attention to early 
childhood development, so thank you very much. I think that a lot of people when 
they’re working on very low food security or food insecurity, they forget about the 
public health impacts and how this is an important public health problem. My sense 
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is and what we are discussing on the Commission is the amount of cost savings that 
could be generated through addressing and treating food insecurity but then there’s 
disagreement about whether that would be important. Can you talk a little bit about 
the potential cost savings in terms of healthcare costs and give us some ideas about 
how we might be able to frame how important it is to address food insecurity 
because of its public health issues?  
 
Breslin: Sure, I’m glad you asked that question. I think one of our challenges when we talk 
about healthy child development, we know that food insecurity, we know that family stress 
are both things that affect a child’s development and we also know that the costs associated 
with problems in early development, we don’t see ‘til many years down the road often. We 
don’t see them right away. So we don’t see the impact of the primary stress or poor 
nutrition or poor health in a young child. It doesn’t necessarily generate an emergency 
room visit. And so what we, what I’m finding is that our policies and our, I’m thinking about 
here in New York, are very focused on short-term, on the short-term. So if the benefits 
don’t accrue in an election cycle or in a budget cycle, we have a problem making the case 
for them. What we do know and there’s good evidence to show is that those very early 
years are extremely important and that nutrition, good health, the absence of stress or 
mitigating factors are extremely important and that we will see costs later in health, in 
poor educational outcomes, in sometimes even in child welfare and juvenile justice systems 
much later down the road. So we, I think we all, we have to be thinking about savings as we, 
if we do invest well and do strengthen kids early on, we’ll see savings that might not accrue 
just in food programs. So when we, that’s kind of why I want to take that big approach 
because we’ll see a savings accrue in a whole variety of areas.  
 
Commissioner: There are some of us who are very interested in personal 
responsibility and making sure that families are taking some ownership over their 
opportunities to make choices. I’m wondering if you can somehow help us 
understand a little bit about the relationship between lifestyle choices and the public 
health impact of very low food security, especially when we’re talking about very 
young children, if you can help us disentangle what should be meant by personal 
responsibility and lifestyle choices.  
 
Breslin: Well, I think it’s fair to say that when there’s low family economic security, those 
choices are diminished and so the choice is about where somebody gets their food, their 
healthcare, where they get it and what they get are diminished. So to that extent, I would 
argue that we need to make sure that there are a wide variety of options. I’m not sure if I’m, 
if there’s a subtext to this. 
 
Commissioner: No, well, I probably didn’t phrase the question very well because I 
struggle with it, as well, because I think about young children and how we need to 
take a two-generation approach to be able to support the parents or the caregivers of 
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the children, for instance, with subsidized childcare and things like that, that we 
need to make sure that their options to make choices are expanded so that they can 
help overcome the issues of adversity and poverty. So that’s where I was headed. It 
wasn’t a well articulated question.  
 
Breslin: Well, and I think some of it is about making sure that people do know, do 
understand what the repercussions are, I mean, we’ve been doing a lot of work, for 
example, in oral health and, which is very much related to nutrition as we all know and so 
some of the work we’ve been doing is looking at what are the behaviors around what 
people put in their babies’ bottles. So in addition to taking the broad-based public health 
approach and making sure people have fluoridated water that helps support healthy dental 
health, what are the other things? So I would argue it is about educating folks [who] 
continue to put soda and juice in baby bottles and, you know, then let the kid fall asleep 
with the baby bottle, kind of across the spectrum. So I think there’s also a role for making 
sure that people have education, in addition to making sure that they have choices in terms 
of what they’re purchasing.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: If I could just amplify a bit and I know we’re running out of time and I 
don’t want to open a whole, it’ll probably be discussed further but I think part of the 
issue of personal responsibility, just as you talk about the fact that we can’t really 
talk about food insecurity without talking about poverty, employment, and wages, 
we also can’t talk about food insecurity without talking about family structure, 
absent fathers, multiple single parent households having far deeper poverty and 
issues with food insecurity and so we have to, you know, be fair on both sides of the 
aisle to talk about opportunity and what people need to do themselves to, and that is 
a multigenerational issue. That’s not something that’s going to be solved overnight 
but it can’t be ignored, so.  
 
Commissioner: Do you have any other questions, Robert?  
 
Commissioner: No, Kate’s wonderful. It’s great to see you. 
 
Commissioner: Thank you, Kate, so much, appreciate it.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you so much. We hope that we can stay in touch with you as we 
continue.  
 
Breslin:  Sure, please do.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thank you very much.  
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Breslin: I’ll leave my [inaudible] in case anybody else needs them.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you for your written comments. We’d like to make this 
available on our website.  
 
Breslin: Yes, all of it.  
 
Commissioner: All right, thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: Yeah, just send it to Mary. It’s my great pleasure. Thank you for 
staying within our time frame, too.  
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LINDA BOPP 
DIRECTOR, HUNGER SOLUTIONS NEW YORK 

 
Commissioner: It’s also a pleasure, since I know everyone that’s testifying today, to 
introduce Linda Bopp, who is the Director of Hunger Solutions New York, which was 
formerly called the Nutrition Consortium of New York State and which I also have a 
fondness for because I founded it back in the late 1980s. Started with money from 
the Department of Health. Linda has had a diverse array of experience and issues but 
I will say and she will probably talk about this, they are the intermediary funder for 
many, many, funded by the Department of Health many, many projects around the 
state of New York that are doing work on SNAP enrollment and all the other federal 
food programs and so we’re delighted you could join us today, Linda.  
 
Bopp: Good morning and it’s a pleasure to be with you today. I’d like to thank all of the 
Commissioners of the National Commission on Hunger, particularly, the ones that are with 
us today for what you do individually and as a collective group to end hunger in the US. I’d 
be remiss, obviously, if I didn’t thank Rus Sykes for all the history he has in founding what 
is now Hunger Solutions New York, formerly the Nutrition Consortium but also his hand in 
crafting the legislation that became the Nutrition Outreach and Education Program, which 
I’ll talk about in a bit, so thank you. The work of this Commission is critical given the 
prevalence of food insecurity and very low food security in the nation and in New York 
state. According to the USDA’s most recent data in 2013 14.3% of US households 
experience food insecurity and of those, 5.6% experienced very low food security. New 
York state’s rates were close to the national average at 14% and 5.2% respectively. It’s 
important to note, however, that food security in New York state has increased by 4% over 
the average of 2001 to 2003 and very low security has increased by 2.1% over that same 
period of time. Both increases are statistically significant. Nearly 21% of US households 
with children were food insecure sometime over 2010 to 2011 and 10% of all households 
with children, one or more of the children were food insecure at some time during the year 
and in 1% of households with children, one or more child experienced very low food 
security. In addition ¾ of households with food insecure children had one or more adults in 
the labor force, either full-time or part-time. Also, of concern is that among New York 
state’s older adults.  
 
In 2012, 3% were facing hunger, which equates to most of you as very low food security 
measure. These statistics illustrate that people are struggling from cradle to grave. All of 
these statistics require urgent attention and speak to the necessity and timeliness of this 
Commission. Hunger Solutions New York, formed in 1985 as the Nutrition Consortium of 
New York State, is a statewide nonprofit organization. Our mission is to alleviate hunger for 
all New Yorkers. Our goal is to maximize participation in the Federal Nutrition Assistance 
Entitlement Programs [inaudible] are eligible. Hunger Solutions manages the statewide 
nutrition outreach and education program. [inaudible] is one of the largest SNAP outreach 
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education and application assistance programs in the country and is nationally recognized 
model for such.  
 
In 2013 the Food Research and Action Center awarded Hunger Solutions New York with 
the first innovation in SNAP outreach award for New York’s exemplary innovative work to 
connect veterans and military families with SNAP benefits. The unique model, it’s a unique 
model that combines statewide information education and technical assistance for several 
nutrition assistance programs with community-based services. At the community level 
New York coordinators provide outreach, education, and application assistance to 
potentially eligible SNAP households. In addition, they work closely with those households 
throughout the SNAP application and benefit determination process to eliminate barriers 
to participation and to secure an appropriate benefit determination. [inaudible] also be an 
outreach for the Summer Food Service Program and school breakfast program. Currently 
[inaudible] services are provided by 74 NOEP coordinators in 56 counties through 52 
community-based organizations and on the next page you’ll see some of the results. If we 
take the 3-year average, just to give you a sense of the scope of the program, face-to-face 
contacts on an annual basis is about [inaudible] 78,000, SNAP preschool is 58,000, and 
assisting households in enrolling in SNAP 28,563, bring approximately $70 million into 
New York State’s economy through SNAP benefits. It’s NOEP Coordinators, as well as our 
statewide work, our efforts with partner organizations and efforts with neighboring states 
that we learn about and learn from communities’ and clients’ experience with food 
insecurity.  
 
We have a few examples from our [inaudible] experiences in your material but for today’s 
purposes, I am limited to just one. A family of five relocated to Saratoga County for a work 
opportunity. Unfortunately, soon after arrival the company closed and the father lost that 
job. He got a part-time job right away at Lowe’s. They live in a rural setting, so while her 
husband was at work, his wife had no access to a car. They were struggling to pay for rent 
and food. The female applied for SNAP with the help of a NOEP Coordinator and received 
benefits. This allowed them to afford the nutritious food they needed and continue to pay 
their rent. The father got a second part-time job and now they receive a smaller benefit. He 
continues to look for full-time employment. For every example that we can give you, there 
are thousands more behind it. Each unique, each come into these circumstances through a 
series of events and each need individualized assistance in navigating the system to obtain 
SNAP benefits. Among the many lessons we’ve learned from our direct experience and from 
others, we’ve learned that USDA’s Nutrition Assistance Programs are successful and based 
in nutrition, health, learning, and household stability. We’ve learned that Federal Nutrition 
Assistance Programs reduce poverty. SNAP kept 398,000 people out of poverty in New 
York state between 2009 and 2012, including 162,000 children. We’ve learned that very 
low security is likely to occur in households facing multiple hardships. We’ve learned that 
very low security is more prevalent in households with children, with certain 
characteristics such as children, households with children headed by a single woman or 
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even alone [inaudible]. Black and Hispanic households and Hispanic households, however, 
the largest prevalence of very low food security is among households with incomes below 
185% of the federal poverty line meaning inadequate financial resources [is] the 
overwhelming cause of very low food security. We’ve learned that people need access to 
services and education about those services. We’ve learned that SNAP’s complexity results 
in multiple local and individual barriers. NOEP Coordinators identify and resolve 
approximately 200 local and individual barriers each year. We’ve learned that SNAP’s 
countercyclical design worked perfectly during the recession. Participation went up and 
now that the economy is slowly recovering, participation is going down. We’ve learned that 
it’s critical to ensure SNAP is available to people as quickly as possible. We’ve learned that 
current SNAP allotments do not get people through the month.  
 
The inadequacy of benefits puts a strain on the emergency food system. We’ve learned that 
the current method of decreasing benefits for every additional dollar earned creates a cliff 
effect for recipients, perpetuates very low food security and results in a disincentive to 
work. From our neighbors in Vermont and Maine we’ve learned that penalizing people who 
are unable to find work can have devastating effects and increases very low food security, 
referred to as able-bodied adults without dependents, ABAWDS are extremely poor and 
even while on SNAP the average income is just 19% of the poverty line for an individual. 
Evidence shows that the circumstances and conditions that lead to food insecurity and very 
low food security are many, varied, and unpredictable.  
 
Evidence also shows that the negative impacts are [inaudible], deep, and have lifelong 
effects. It’s from all this news that we put forward the following recommendations. Relative 
to SNAP, maintain the core principles and integrity of SNAP, protect the entitlement status 
of SNAP, provide sufficient funding so that states can effectively administer and meet the 
needs of hungry people. Protect and continue to invest in SNAP outreach and education, 
including non-English outreach, allow outreach funds from all different benefit programs to 
be combined to ensure that very low food secure households learn about all the different 
benefits that are available to them. Also, conduct outreach and education through 
assistance with which people experiencing very low food insecurity interact, healthcare 
system, education system, and similar. Streamline and simplify SNAP and show 
recertification periods no less than 6 months and eliminate reporting requirements 
between recert periods. For households with little or no changes allow recertification 
without an interview. Align program eligibility requirements [inaudible] tested programs 
to allow for simplified and unified applications. Increase access to SNAP by eligible 
individuals.  
 
We would recommend creating child only cases for non-parental caregivers and 
eliminating the ABAWD rules, which cause the most food secure adults to lose SNAP 
benefits. Expand the number of people who are eligible by eliminating the 5-year bar from 
lawfully present noncitizens and exclude adoption [inaudible] foster care subsidies from 
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being counted as income. I’m trying to rush. Maintain and increase the adequacy of benefits 
by improving at one point SNAP allotment that is in the low cost food plan. Maintain state 
flexibility to provide nominal LIHEAP benefit to the neediest low income houses, remove 
the cost neutral rule for states implementing the standard medical deduction. Introduce 
incentive programs at farmers markets, grocery stores, and other food vendors to increase 
buying power for fruits and vegetables, including fresh, frozen, and canned produce, as well 
as lightly processed food. And last, provide transitional SNAP benefits similar to those 
provided in TANF.  
 
As Kate mentioned, the work that Commissioner Chilton has done in terms of the cliff and 
preventing that cliff from occurring. We fully support that idea among child nutrition 
programs while not direct economic support programs, the indirect benefit of these 
programs to the financial resources of very low secure households make them critical. For 
free and reduced price, oh, in New York state over 1.5 million students qualify for free and 
reduced price school meals and three out of every four public school teachers say that 
students regularly come to school hungry. Through the Child Nutrition Reauthorization it 
offers a strategic and significant opportunity to strengthen child nutrition programs and 
assure that they are working effectively. During reauthorization we believe that steps 
should be taken to maintain the core principles and integrity of all child nutrition 
programs, improve the nutritional quality of meals served and then within in-school 
programs, again, maintain integrity, increase the school breakfast and national school lunch 
program reimbursement rates for meals served. Increase access to child nutrition 
programs by low income children by encouraging the use of the community eligibility 
provision to provide universal free meals. Expand and increase participation in these 
school breakfast programs. Eliminate the reduced price copayment and allow free meals to 
students up to 185% of poverty. Provide more adequate school breakfast funding to high 
poverty schools.  
 
And last, within in-school programs streamline and simplify child nutrition program 
administration. For out of school programs, I’ll just, I won’t go into the specifics but again, 
streamline especially CACFP, streamline the administration of that and increase access to 
the [inaudible] service program by open site eligibility, improving the open site eligibility 
threshold from areas where 50% of students qualify to areas where 40% and that sums up, 
and while some of the senior, the Older Adult Nutrition Programs do not fail within the 
USDA, we would certainly ask that the Commission be mindful that those programs need to 
be maintained, especially with, obviously, our aging population. So we would ask that you 
recommend that those programs be maintained, funding and integrity. And I thank you 
very much.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you Linda.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
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Commissioner: Appreciate your comments. I know you probably have questions. I 
have a couple. Can I start off?  
 
Commissioner: Carry on Rus.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, both you and Kate, interestingly and I just want to pose 
somewhat of a provocative question because we’ve heard the opposite from some 
people. I’m very cognizant of how responsive SNAP is to economic downturns in 
communities and so forth but we have heard from other people that the ability to 
test innovative programming in SNAP is very difficult because USDA and FNS are 
slow on the trigger to grant waiver and demonstration [inaudible] quite often. If the 
financial responsiveness issue were to be removed, in other words, unlike TANF, if 
you were to create a SNAP block grant at a level right now where benefits are very 
high and you built in an inflation adjuster for those kind of economic downturns, 
what would be the other reasons that you would still not entertain the notion of state 
flexibility under that kind of a situation?  
 
Bopp: I think the economy is just so volatile and you can never predict, nobody could’ve 
predicted what happened in the last recession and had SNAP been block granted, I don’t 
think it would’ve been at all possible for the program to absorb the number of people it 
needed to absorb. That’s— 
 
Commissioner: A fair answer to a long question. Just, also, I think you’re probably 
aware, this is more of a New York issue but in New York, we’re state-supervised 
county administered system, 58 districts. The state is now entertaining, it’s not 
embarking on a pilot project to particularly deal with the issue of SNAP 
recertification in several small counties right now but the notion is we lose people at 
recertification sometimes because they’ve got employment. They’re no longer 
eligible. They don’t check in with a worker quite often but we’re trying to, the pilot is 
trying to mechanize that process and take the onus off the local staff worker and I 
wonder what you think about that general idea.  
 
Bopp: We will support anything that makes recertification simplified. We would agree that 
people fall off the program unnecessarily through the recertification process. NOEP 
Coordinators do assist in the recertification process across the state but if there was a way 
to centralize that or have that done at the state level, anything that would simplify that 
would be a good thing.  
 
Commissioner: Then my last question and I’ll turn it over to Mariana and Robert, if 
they have, but recently USDA authorized and New York, unfortunately, did not get 
one but authorized ten pilot employment and training programs with, you know, 
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with a broad spectrum of ideas aimed to try to help the able-bodied, you know, SNAP 
recipients find employment and maintain employment and even though we didn’t 
get one of those grants, you know, I think it would be useful to talk in New York. We 
have one of the most ambitious and strong E&T Programs already, one of the largest 
users of funds but are you generally supportive of the concept of trying to help more 
people get to work through SNAP, if they’re able to?  
 
Bopp: I think the concept is a positive one. It’s the execution that usually is lacking. The 
idea of encouraging work is a positive thing but when it’s used as a punitive approach, I 
don’t think that’s effective. I would rather, you know, we would rather see kind of a 
voluntary employment and training approach, especially continuing in the recovery of the 
recession is just so slow for the lowest income people, especially ABAWDS that we would 
rather see the waiver maintained, the rules eliminated. I mean, when you talk about trying 
to reach the very low food security, that group of people is smack dab in the middle of that 
group and so to reach that group, very low food security, provide benefits to those people 
that are in that group.  
 
Commissioner: Well, hopefully, we’ll learn something from these pilots.  
 
Bopp: Absolutely.  
 
Commissioner: They’re going to be rigorously evaluated by MDRC and Mathematica 
and there are a combination of mandatory and voluntary and creative ideas, so I’m 
glad to hear you’re at least open to, you know, making things like that work.  
 
Commissioner: I have a couple of questions.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, go ahead, Robert, since I had chances before but I do have 
questions that— 
 
Commissioner: Thanks, Linda, for being here. How would you react to [inaudible] 
policy on the distribution of benefits so that it came twice a month instead of only 
once a month?  
 
Bopp: I think that would be positive. It would create a more consistent cash flow within 
the home. I don’t see anything negative about that.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thanks. What about a policy that mandating that stores have a 
minimum, stores that participate in the SNAP Program have a minimum shelf space 
for certain kinds of products, fruits and vegetables and a minimum shelf space for 
certain other kinds of products? What if there was, what if USDA used its regulatory 
authority a little more aggressively on participating stores to make sure that they 
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have sufficient healthy products and not overstocked in products that do damage to 
the health of children?  
 
Bopp: My reaction is that anything that puts more healthy food at the hands of people who 
need it and would purchase it would be a good thing. That’s kind of asking the stores to 
make available to their customers what they may have if they lived in a more accessible 
location.  
 
Commissioner: And then I have two more, on the, since you brought up the question 
of ABAWDS, given the reduction in unemployment, where are we now in New York 
on the ABAWD waiver issue? What’s the current status of the rule?  
 
Bopp: My understanding is that it expires in September.  
 
Commissioner: It is scheduled to expire in September?  
 
Bopp:  That is my understanding.  
 
Commissioner: Statewide?  
 
Bopp: Statewide, that’s— 
 
Commissioner: So the state would no longer have the ability to offer the counties the 
option of taking the waiver because unemployment would be so low?  
 
Bopp: I think with very few exceptions, I think there are still a couple of counties but that’s 
my understanding, September of ’15. 
 
Commissioner: And the last question is it comes up a little bit, administrative funding 
for, what is the source of your funding and what is the amount?  
 
Bopp: We did not calculate that. Which funding? I’m sorry.  
 
Commissioner: The funding that you receive to run your program?  
 
Bopp: Oh, I’m sorry, okay, we are both state and federally funded. The state amount is $3.8 
million and most of that is matched, so the entire contract is $5.8 million. Some of the funds 
from the state are held back, so to speak, and not matched with federal SNAP outreach 
funds because those funds are used for child nutrition outreach and education.  
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Commissioner: So every state gets an allocation of money that it can match with state 
dollars to have outreach programs like yours and in New York state, it amounts to 
about total $7 million a year?  
 
Bopp: Uh-huh [yes]. 
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: I was very impressed with the outreach endeavors you talked about 
with NOEP. I’m wondering if you can talk a little bit more about some of the barriers 
to outreach and to SNAP participation for veterans and active duty military and their 
families and also are you working with any of the tribal groups in the northern part 
of the state, the Iroquois, Mohawk, et cetera and what might be some barriers there?  
 
Bopp: Those in general, they fall into many different categories. There’s everything from 
documentation barriers to budget barriers where the budget is miscalculated, excessive 
documentation is often asked for. So there’s a whole list of categories of barriers that occur, 
sometimes sporadically, but certainly, again, we talked about, about 200 each year across 
the state. Veterans, in particular, are the pride issue comes into effect. They’re very hesitant 
to ask for help. They are, one of the stories in here speaks to a veteran who was literally 
living in a cabin in the woods, a two-room cabin and just thought that was how he needed 
to subsist and was hesitant but finally did come around based on conversations with a 
NOEP Coordinator and applied for benefits, got SNAP benefits and that encouraged him to 
keep going. So he then got SSI and then went to the Veterans Administration for even more 
assistance. So it’s an overcoming both fear and pride and all of the stigma that goes with 
that. It takes time and patience.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Bopp: Thanks.  
 
Commissioner: Do you have a project in Jefferson County? Do you do any work with 
Fort Drum?  
 
Bopp: We do. We do a good amount of work with Fort Drum, very effective [inaudible] 
subcontractor up there for years.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you so much.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
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MARK QUANDT 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, REGIONAL FOOD BANK OF NORTHEASTERN NEW YORK 

 
Commissioner: Again, I get the pleasure of introducing another friend, an old friend, 
Mark Quandt is with us, who is the Director of the Regional Food Bank of Northeast 
New York, one of the largest food banks around and Mark is also very intimately 
involved with food and nutrition policy, as well as running the food bank and I have 
to say we’ve known each other a long time but I’m delighted you could join us and we 
look forward from hearing your perspective, particularly, you know, certainly about 
public programs but also about how the food bank and your pantries are interacting 
and stressed and what other kind of innovative things might help. Thanks Mark.  
 
Quandt: Thank you Rus and thank you Commission and nice to follow Linda. I serve on the 
Board of Hunger Solutions, so it’s a tough act to follow. Well, good morning, again, my name 
is Mark Quandt. I’m the Executive Director of the Regional Food Bank of Northeastern New 
York. It is an honor to be here and I thank the Commission for giving me the opportunity to 
speak. I hope I can add something of value to your deliberations as you discuss 
opportunities to more effectively address the problem of hunger in our country. The 
materials I received to help me prepare my testimony encourage me to talk about my own 
experiences with hunger and our overall community’s experiences with food insecurity. 
Personally, I’m one of the lucky ones. I’ve never experienced hunger myself. I’ve never gone 
to bed hungry and never had to worry about my children being hungry or even being 
properly nourished. In fact, although I’ve worked in human services my entire career, 
hunger was not an issue that strongly captured my attention until I was hired for a job with 
the Regional Food Bank back in 1983. I’ve thought and learned a lot about hunger since 
that time. I did have quite a bit of experience working with poor children before I took the 
job with the, my job with the Regional Food Bank.  
 
While I was in college, a fellow student who is now my wife, and I literally adopted six 
poverty-stricken kids as our little brothers and sisters. We spent a lot of time in their 
homes, experienced their deep poverty firsthand, knew they were not getting enough food 
to eat and realized the many disadvantages they faced, affect their growth and 
development and would severely limit their opportunities in life. Once a week we brought 
our little friends up to campus to eat dinner in the dining hall and they were very gracious 
to always feed the kids. We didn’t think much of it at the time but as I thought more about it 
over the years, I realized the reason they probably ate so heartily was because it was the 
best meal they got all week. After college, I worked as a childcare worker in a home for 
emotionally disturbed children where I continued to witness the devastation poverty and 
malnutrition have on children of all ages.  
During many of my years at the food bank my wife has been a social worker at our local 
small town elementary school in Scarey. Her work involves her with mostly the poor 
families in the district. She provides many special services for them and it has always been 
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her requirement that the entire Quandt family be part of her work, which has connected me 
directly with many of these families. I see how they live. I know how hard they try. Yet, 
despite their efforts, I see how difficult it often is for the parents to provide the basic 
necessities of life for their children. One day my wife told me about, that an 11-year-old boy 
in one of these families and I knew him quite well because he was also on my little league 
team but he and his younger sister were both diagnosed with diabetes, which his doctor 
concluded resulted from a lack of proper nutrition. They will suffer their whole lives 
because of childhood malnutrition and we will also pay for it as a society in lost 
opportunities and higher medical costs.  
 
I’ve heard hundreds of stories in my years with the food bank but one that always stood out 
for me was a day that I visited a company to pick up a financial donation they were giving 
to the food bank. While I was waiting, one of their employees came over to me, very quietly 
said, “I appreciate the work you do. No one else was around. A couple years ago I was going 
through a tough time and often didn’t have enough food for myself and my family. I never 
would’ve made it without the help that we received from a local food pantry. They helped 
me get back on my feet. I’m doing well now and I want to thank you.” I mean, I had very 
little to do with that but to me, that story was relevant because I would’ve never known 
that that particular person had ever struggled with hunger. Last week one of our truck 
drivers told me people were lining up at 4:30 in the morning for the mobile food pantry 
delivery he made to Gloversville that day. Another staff told me how grateful the 400 
people were who got food from the food bank farm stand in Newburg.  
 
When I hear stories like that, one conclusion is obvious, no one would show up at 4:30 in 
the morning or stand in line for more than an hour to get a package of food unless it was 
desperately needed. I could go on with many similar stories but my point is simple, 
although some would deny hunger exists or dismiss it as not a serious problem, it is real 
and has serious long-lasting detrimental effects on people’s lives. It affects children, adults, 
and seniors. It impacts people we might guess are in need and increasingly others we 
would never imagine are hungry. As I began preparing my testimony, I wondered what I 
could possibly say that you have not already heard or might hear today from the other 
presenters. I’m sure I’ve not broken new ground for you but I wanted to start with a 
reminder that hunger is personal and you have a great opportunity to make a real positive 
impact on the lives of millions of hungry people throughout our great country.  
 
My personal experience with providing food assistance to people in need is more closely 
aligned with direct, I’m sorry, with direct emergency feeding programs than it is with 
government anti-hunger programs. We’re connected to that but every day we work on the 
emergency feeding system. I’ve been with the Regional Food Bank for 32 years, 31 as 
Executive Director. The Regional Food Bank, as do all food banks in the national Feeding 
America Network, collects large donations of food from the food industry and provides it to 
food pantries, soup kitchens, emergency shelters and other programs feeding hungry 
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people. Our donated food is supplemented with food provided by the federal government 
through TEFAP, The Emergency Food Assistance Program, and purchase food that agencies 
can partly afford because the New York State Hunger Prevention and Nutrition Assistance 
Program, which we affectionately call HPNAP. We provided 32 million pounds at our food 
bank to the thousand agencies in 23 counties in the eastern part of the state last year and 
these programs in turn helped feed 325, they do help feed 325,000 people a year. 
Nationally, the Feeding America Network serves more than 46 million people through 
58,000 programs and provided nearly 4 billion pounds of food to these programs last year.  
 
Our food bank’s distribution has increased 60% since 2008 and that’s pretty common 
nationwide among food banks, largely because of the increased need after the recession but 
also due to the generosity of the food industry in changes we have made at our food bank 
and other food banks have done the same to accommodate more fresh produce and other 
perishable food. Our relationships with our member agencies inform us about the level of 
need they are experiencing in their communities, their challenges and the challenges faced 
by the people they serve. We, and food banks throughout the country, have created many 
new programs in the last 10 years, such as mobile pantries and backpack programs to get 
more nutritious food into the hands of people who are hungry, especially children who are 
at risk of hunger. Food banks are also involved in government programs like SNAP 
outreach, summer feeding, afterschool feeding programs and others. In my experience as 
working on the issue of hunger, my first and perhaps strongest recommendation to you to 
reduce food insecurity is to encourage Congress to do no harm. Congress is currently 
debating ideas like block granting SNAP and it’s inconceivable to me that anyone could 
possibly think that such a change would really be beneficial for hungry people. I see it 
personally as a cost cutting measure. SNAP is widely recognized as a proven, effective 
program as currently structured. The federal government and our legislators, in my 
opinion, should be proud of it. Please, encourage Congress to leave it alone or strive to 
make it even better. Do not begin dismantling the program the government designed to 
help the hungry, that is actually working as it was intended.  
 
I know this piece is beyond the scope of the Commission but I would be remiss if I did not 
also encourage you to do whatever you can to push Congress to increase the minimum 
wage. One of your stated objectives is to reduce the need for government nutrition 
assistance programs. There’s no better way to reduce that need than by ensuring working 
people earn a wage that can adequately sustain them and provide the basic necessities of 
life. I would like to focus my remaining time on recommendations in the following areas, 
TFAP, the Summer Food Service Program, tax incentives for the donation of food, in efforts 
USDA can and should do to expand and I’m sorry, can and should expand to facilitate the 
donation of fresh produce. TFAP is a great program. We’ve administered it at our food bank 
for over 20 years. It provides a nice variety of good quality food and since the food goes to 
our member agencies free of charge, it is extremely beneficial to them. Unfortunately, the 
TFAP food supply is very inconsistent, sometimes due to federal budget issues and other 
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times for reasons never made clear to us. This inconsistency makes it hard for food banks 
and food pantries to plan. It leads to gaps in service and more costly operations for all of 
our programs. Food banks typically administer TFAP in their states, we do in New York 
state, all the food banks in the state but often, there is such an abundance of food, many of 
them cannot store it all in the warehouses and either have to turn some of it down or rent 
offsite storage at a premium cost to accept it. Just as often, there’s hardly any food available 
and agencies have to cut back on the food they provide their guests or purchase food at 
retail prices to meet the need.  
 
It would be very helpful if Congress could keep funding more stable and consistent and 
USDA maintain a steadier flow of food. The Summer Food Service Program is another great 
federal hunger relief program focused specifically on children. We have administered it at 
our food bank with great success. We would love to expand it into other neighborhoods 
and communities but the USDA mandate that all summer meals must be consumed onsite 
under the supervision of an adult makes it impossible to do so. Modification or elimination 
of that one requirement would enable program administrators to find new and creative 
ways to get meals to children in need, especially in rural areas where the program is vastly 
underrepresented.  
 
The third issue is tax incentives. Feeding America and its network of food banks have made 
increasing the amount of fresh produce distributed to the people we serve a key part of our 
strategic plans over the last decade. Our network currently provides about 1 billion pounds 
of produce annually, about 600 million of which, pounds of which is donated from produce 
farmers, packers, and shippers. Getting fresh fruits and vegetables to the hungry people 
who need it is a huge focus to us, huge focus to us. We have set an aggressive goal of closing 
the national meal gap, which consists of distributing enough meals so every individual in 
the United States in need of a meal has access to one. Increasing produce donations is a key 
to achieving that goal. Produce is abundantly available and in a recent research study 55% 
of the people we served said fresh fruits and vegetables were the most desired items not 
received. However, there are challenges to obtaining more fresh produce, some of which 
are logistic in nature but in many cases, the decision to donate or not is made before a 
discussion of logistics even starts.  
 
Thousands of farmers donate each year to help those in need but their donations account 
for only a small fraction of the available produce to donate. There’s a real financial impact 
on donors to pack and prepare excess food for donation, a cost not all donors can bear. 
Many farmers are not eligible for the Federal Food Donation Tax Deduction that lets 
qualified donors make an enhanced deduction when they donate nutritious food to 
nonprofits. More specifically, most farmers use cash basis accounting and the Food 
Donation Tax Deduction requires a donor to know their cost to produce the item. Farmers 
using cash basis accounting are not able to do so. That is a key reason why Feeding America 
is championing federal legislation that would fix this problem so all donors regardless of 
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accounting method or business size can take the food donation tax deduction. Feeding 
America and its network food banks have been working with supporters in Congress and 
throughout the food industry to enact the America Gives More Act, HR644, and its 
companion bill, S930, the Good Samaritan Hunger Relief Tax Incentive Act. These bills 
would improve and expand federal tax incentives so all donors, large or small, can take an 
enhanced tax deduction when they donate excess food to a nonprofit. Congress passed a 
Special Food Donation Tax Deduction in 1976 but the provision was available to C 
Corporation taxpayers only. While the provision had a powerful impact on food donations, 
it left out significant segments of the food industry, including many farmers and growers 
that are not eligible for the incentive.  
 
In 2006 as part of the Pension Protection Act, Congress enacted a 2-year provision 
expanding the food donation tax deduction to include all business taxpayers as eligible 
donors, not just C Corporations. This temporary provision has been consistently extended, 
yet the provision could provide a greater incentive to encourage food donations if it were 
made permanent. The temporary nature of the deduction is a disincentive to small 
businesses that want to establish or expand the food donation program. It should not cost a 
business more to donate excess food than it does to landfill it, yet that is the exact situation 
small businesses and farmers face each day. We have seen the network-wide, Feeding 
America have seen 137% increase in the amount of food donations from non-C 
Corporations since the temporary provision was enacted in 2006. However, the temporary 
nature of this provision makes it very difficult for small businesses to incorporate food 
donations into a long-term business plan and reduces the amount of businesses willing to 
donate food. We strongly believe enactment of the America Gives More Act would help 
encourage increased donations of excess produce, as well as food inventory across the food 
industry spectrum. And finally, tax incentives are only one part of the solution to making 
more donated produce available to hungry Americans. There are many costly logistical 
challenges that impede the ability of food banks to acquire and distribute more produce, 
packing and shipping costs chief among them. It can cost our food banks $6,000.00 to 
$7,000.00 to ship one trailer-load of produce from major growing regions like Texas and 
California. It is very difficult for us and most food banks to cover such high costs on a 
consistent basis.  
 
Feeding America food banks around the country have started to work with the USDA to 
fund pilot programs that will increase promotion of fresh produce and help us get more 
donations of produce for the people we serve. We would love to expand this work with 
USDA and Congress to identify how we could maximize the impact of these grants. And that 
sums up my testimony. On behalf of the Regional Food Bank of Northeastern New York and 
Feeding America, all the agencies, the thousand agencies we work with, and the tens of 
thousands of hungry people we serve, I want to thank you for this opportunity.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
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Commissioner: Thank you Mark very much. Just quickly, you know, one of our 
members who couldn’t be here today is Spencer Coates, who is with a group called 
Houchens Industries in Rolling Green, Kentucky and they own some of the largest 
array of grocery stores serving the area of the Midwest, Arkansas, Tennessee, 
Kentucky, and I know that he’s been greatly interested in some of these issues about 
donations. They do a good bit of it. I’m wondering who are your major donors and so 
forth that you rely upon consistently and kudos to them but I mean, I just— 
 
Quandt: All donors, not just produce?  
 
Commissioner: Yeah, I mean, just— 
 
Quandt: The retailers in the area, Price Chopper, Hannah Food, Wal-Mart are some of the 
biggest donors we have, CNS Wholesale down in Hudson Valley, which is really a 
wholesaler. They don’t have any retail. They wholesale for retail operations. Our biggest 
produce donor is actually Railex, which is based in Schenectady and they are a company 
that ships produce from the West Coast by rail and it gets dropped in Schenectady and then 
they ship it out from there to retailers and wholesalers throughout the Northeast. We have 
a lot of farmers who are donors. Fry Hoffers was our first donor and still a very large donor 
of ours, so it really crosses all areas of the food industry, from the growers to 
manufacturers, processors, retailers, wholesalers, brokers, with all segments of the food 
industry and we also get a lot of nonfood items mostly from retailers but items like paper 
goods, personal hygiene items, diapers, which are great because items like that are not, you 
know, you can’t use food stamps to the SNAP Program to get those items. So it’s a real 
benefit for food pantries when they can access that and provide those in addition to the 
food for the people coming to them for help.  
 
Commissioner: First of all, I want to thank you for your service. How far south do you 
go in Northeast?  
 
Quandt: All the way to the New Jersey border, we cover the whole eastern part of the state, 
except Westchester County, New York City, and Long Island.  
 
Commissioner: I lived for a time, when I worked here in Albany, in Pine Plains, New 
York, so I know that— 
 
Quandt: Okay, [inaudible].  
 
Commissioner: ––the Hudson River is beautiful.  
 
Quandt: That’s ours.  
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Commissioner: Thank you for your work. I was very taken by your testimony and I 
had a couple of questions. First of all, on this issue of the use right now, we are now 5 
years past the end of the recession. Have you not seen any drop— 
 
Quandt: We’ve seen— 
 
Commissioner: ––from the really downtime of the recession?  
 
Quandt:––it stabilize.  
 
Commissioner: Stabilize?  
 
Quandt: Yes, the increases were very dramatic, 2009, 2010, 2011 and since that time, when, 
as we speak with our member agencies and gather their statistics, those numbers have not 
declined, although they have finally stabilized.  
 
Commissioner: Can you sense any difference in the economic strength of the users of 
your food banks?  
 
Quandt: I mean, we’re not as directly connected to the individuals. I know that the, it just 
seems that the recovery, which I think is always common, benefits the people at the lower 
end of the economic scale last. They’re the last ones to recover from— 
 
Commissioner: That’s true but it’s 5 years now.  
 
Quandt: I mean, it’s a long time but you’re right. That’s true. There’s often a lag. There’s also 
a lag going in sometimes, too.  
 
Commissioner: My next question is what about the question I asked Linda, if USDA 
changed its policy concerning distribution of benefits so that it came twice a month, 
not once a month, do you have an opinion on that?  
 
Quandt: I think it sounds great to me. I think ever since I’ve been involved with food banks, 
you’ve always heard from food pantries, they get real busy at the end of the month.  
 
Commissioner: Yeah. Let’s say that one of the charges of our Commission is to be 
spending neutral. So we have, we’re limited on the dollars we can recommend. That’s 
the expectation of Congress. And let’s, if we have a limited amount of additional 
spending to recommend, I ran, I had a TFAP Program in New York City. I think New 
York City invested a significant of its own city dollars into it— 
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Quandt: Yes, they did, yes.  
 
Commissioner: ––which is unusual.  
 
Quandt: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: If we were to recommend increased federal spending on emergency 
feeding programs, such as yours, but we had a choice, SNAP or emergency feeding 
and we did no harm to SNAP, like you recommend, let’s say we didn’t come up with 
any big changes, just some tweaks to make it better, but we had this additional 
money, where would you come down?  
 
Quandt: I don’t think I’d want to get into a debate as to where it would fall best but I— 
 
Commissioner: What do you think would be most effective in reducing hunger or 
very low food security?  
 
Quandt: I don’t know that I would be an expert on that but I can say because I do have 
expertise in this area, I believe, is that there, and I don’t think most people realize it, there 
are massive amounts of fresh produce available that could be donated.  
 
Commissioner: Yes, right, and I was very taken by your testimony and I’m sure we’re 
going to get your written copy on the— 
 
Quandt: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: ––tax, federal tax benefits or incentives, which would, of course, come 
with a cost, but [inaudible] cost that would allow for greater donations of fresh 
produce.  
 
Quandt: But also the infrastructure needs on the other side that would enable, because 
even if, I’ll tell you a quick story, I was talking recently with the Director of the Food Bank 
Association in Florida and they do a lot. I mean, that’s a, New York state is a big agricultural 
state but Florida dwarfs it in terms of the amount of food that’s produced and she was 
talking about the amount of food they receive and they have one particular farmer, who 
must be massive, massive donor, and they donate all kinds of produce. An example she 
gave me was green beans. And they have had to tell this farmer to limit, that they have to 
limit the amount they can take because there’s just so much their food banks can 
accommodate just because of the perishable nature and, you know, things like that. But 
none of those green beans or very little of them get shipped to any food banks out of the 
state and that’s all infrastructure. That’s cost. It’s transporting the product. Now green 
beans are more perishable than maybe carrots or some hearty potatoes, heartier 
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vegetables, so you have to move them quickly but if we could find ways to make something 
like that more affordable for food banks, we would be able to move millions and millions of 
pounds of wonderful fresh produce and get it in the hands of hungry people. Now back in, 
I’ll just mention, also, back in the ‘80s and ‘90s produce was a dirty word for food banks. It 
was very hard to handle. Food pantries weren’t used to it. They didn’t want to handle it and 
the message was always that, “Oh, those people, they don’t know how to use it. No one 
knows how to cook anymore.” We made a conscious effort with a lot of help in the ‘90s to 
begin to take in more produce and the message we received was the way to move more 
produce is you have to take more. It was like that was scary because we had a hard time 
moving what we were getting but we did it and what we, what the people who taught us 
this said once people get used to the fact you have it, they’re going to start taking it. So we 
started taking it, now we can’t get enough. We move millions of pounds a year and what we 
have found is that old theory was not true. Poor people love produce. They’ll tell you all the 
time that the most important food they receive is the produce, fresh fruits and vegetables.  
 
Commissioner: Mark, just to follow up on an earlier question, knowing that a lot of 
your donor base are merchants and retailers, as well, the notion of, that Robert 
brought up of having minimum shelving space, you know, you know what impulse 
buying and how it affects how people buy things.  
 
Quandt: Right.  
 
Commissioner: We all are affected but having merchants have to have minimal space 
for fruits, vegetables, and other healthier foods, I mean, how do you think your 
merchant donors would react to that and how do you personally react to that?  
 
Quandt: I, personally, think it’s a great idea. I think giving people the choices and the 
options to get better food is wonderful. I don’t know space limitations in some of these 
stores. I’m sure they put on the shelves the items that will make them the most money, so it 
might be difficult in some cases but if there was some way that that could be encouraged, I 
think it would be a great idea to definitely be pursued.  
 
Commissioner: And what about the whole issue that was brought up around sugar-
sweetened beverages, as well. I mean, do you have a sense of whether we should be 
financing the purchase of them through SNAP?  
 
Quandt: Through SNAP I have no objection to SNAP dollars being used for those purposes. I 
think research shows that people use their SNAP dollars, for the most part, very wisely. I’m 
not one who believes that poor people should be denied some basic pleasures in life and 
that might be one of them, so I would look to inhibit their ability to get items like that.  
 
Commissioner: I would like to ask a question.  
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Commissioner: Yeah, okay.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you. [Laughter] We have a whole 2 minutes. I know you 
weren’t but that’s, allow me to— 
 
Commissioner: Go ahead.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much for your testimony. I appreciate it. I’d like to 
hear a little bit more about your struggles with the administration of TFAP and that 
was interesting for me to hear that it’s fluctuating. It’s unpredictable. Can you 
describe what that’s like a little bit more so we can understand it and also, I know 
that not all states participate in TFAP, maybe you can talk about some of the barriers 
for other states to participate in that program. And then after you answer that 
question, I have another question.  
 
Quandt: How much time do I have? [laughter] Okay, so I’ll start, first of all, with the variety 
of programs throughout the country and when we, when people talk about block granting, 
things like SNAP, what comes to mind for us, because we’re so closely connected to it is 
TFAP. TFAP is administered differently in every state and I have to say we are very 
fortunate in New York state. I have to believe we have the model program in the country 
for administration of TFAP. I’ve talked to food banks in other states. I cannot believe the 
restrictions and the burdens that are placed on them to administer the program, which 
makes it extremely difficult. It’s a disincentive for them to want to do it. They always do it 
but it’s a disincentive for them to do it because the restrictions are so severe. The workload 
is so high. The paperwork is ridiculous. New York state has been wonderful. I think that it 
would be a better idea to find models that are effective and then roll that out across the 
country and let that be the model for how those programs are run. I think there would be 
few, if any, objections in other states if they had a model like New York state’s. So that’s 
that. In terms of how it’s administered in the flow of food, a lot of that has to do with the 
way Congress tends to approve budgets and approve funding for the program. So if the 
budget’s not approved, there’s a delay in the funding that is available to purchase the food. 
So if there’s a delay in that, then USDA can’t spend the money and then it might get, then 
they typically buy in quarters. So if they don’t have the money in quarter one and it’s not 
available until quarter two, we get nothing, well, actually we get nothing in quarter two 
because they didn’t buy in quarter one and then we’ll get a double load in quarter three, 
which is great in quarter three in a lot of ways but it can overwhelm food banks, especially 
if they don’t have large facilities. So a lot of it has to do with Congress. I don’t know exactly 
in terms of the operations at USDA, how their purchasing is done and how things flow but 
there have been delays in the flow of food, I think above and beyond just the budget piece. I 
think the budget piece is the biggest impact. If there was a way to overcome that, it just 
creates so many problems and so many inconsistencies that seem needless to me. It’s a 
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great program. It’s wonderful food. The food has improved immensely from the late ‘80s 
and early ‘90s and we have choices and so agencies get a lot of great food through that 
program. It’s the first item that they order from the food bank because it goes out to them 
free of charge. The administrative reimbursement could always be higher but at least it’s 
there for food banks. When we take it, we incur work but at least we get a reimbursement 
for it. It’s a great program. We’re proud to be part of it but it definitely, there’s ups and 
downs that I think could be smoothed out.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thanks.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you Mark.  
 
Commissioner: I have one more question.  
 
Commissioner: Oh, I’m sorry.  
 
Commissioner: Can we— 
 
Commissioner: Sure.  
 
Commissioner: Do I have time?  
 
Commissioner: Yes, we can delay our break a little bit after our next witness, go 
ahead.  
 
Commissioner: And absolutely, Robert, I think you should have another question.  
 
Commissioner: Yeah.  
 
Commissioner: As a researcher, I’ve been looking for evidence, empirical evidence 
that emergency food participation reduces food insecurity, especially very low food 
security, the most severe form. I hear people who are working in the food bank 
industry, because they’re part of the food industry and think of it in terms of pounds, 
that it’s really about we distributed the great success certain amount of pounds of 
food but I don’t know how to translate that into what is the impact on reducing food 
insecurity. Are you, in New York state, working to find ways of measuring of the 
impact of the emergency food that you’re distributing in terms of food insecurity and 
if not, what type of infrastructure would you need to be able to track that?  
 
Quandt: That’s a good question. I would say to be honest, we have not done that type of 
research. I do know that emergency feeding programs and the emergency food assistance 
that is provided definitely increases low food security in the moment. It doesn’t necessarily 
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increase low food security over time. Those problems will tend to come back but in the 
moment, if I have food, I’m not hungry. So it does that. So I would be very interested in 
knowing more about that type of research and I’m sure that our food banks in this state 
would be thrilled to participate in a study like that.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thanks.  
 
Commissioner: When we were in New York City, we spent a lot of time trying to get 
our food banks to comply with more stringent regulations on the food, the healthy, 
health quality of the food that they distributed, was that a good idea and do you face 
overly burdensome regulations on salt quantity or things that you’re allowed to 
distribute or used to purchased, used for purchasing food?  
 
Quandt: As part of the Feeding America network, it’s an interesting debate that happens 
across the country. There’s some food banks that are very restrictive about what they will 
take. Other food banks are not. We are not. We will take the food that our agencies will 
take. If we take it and they will take it and they can find a way to use it and benefit people, 
we don’t want to be a barrier to them having access to that food, so we’ll take it. If it came 
to a point where agencies stopped taking it, we’d have to go to those donors and say, “We 
can’t move this food. We can’t take it anymore.” I was just going to mention, so that’s on the 
Feeding America side but— 
 
Commissioner: Right, I was just going to ask do you worry that you’re distributing 
food that has high salt quantities or Mr. [inaudible] advised me once on salt 
quantities in cans of, canned vegetables, so I was wondering do you worry about 
that?  
 
Quandt: I don’t lose sleep at night. I mean, I’d rather make sure that someone is eating food. 
Although we provide a lot of food to people in need, it still is a smaller percentage of the 
total and I have to say that not just our food bank but food banks throughout the country, 
the quality of food we provide today is so much improved over what it was in the ‘80s and 
‘90s and that’s for a large reason is if you look at a grocery store and what’s in a grocery 
store and the quality of food in a store, that’s improved, whatever happens there, happens 
at our food banks. So we’re providing much more fresh produce, much more meat, much 
better food than we ever did in the past. We do have a few restrictions that have been 
imposed upon us by the state through the HPNAP Program. I mean, we work with them and 
they do set certain parameters for the use of the state funds through the HPNAP Program, 
there are certain types, only certain types of foods that money can be used for and they do 
have some, so many restrictions on some of that food, when you buy food, only food that 
meets certain requirements can be acquired with the HPNAP dollars these agencies 
receive.  
 



 

 

31 
 

Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Quandt: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you Mark, I appreciate it greatly.  
 
Quandt: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Will you please submit your remarks in writing to the Commission to 
Mary Council and can we make those available on the web later on?  
 
Quandt: Sure.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thank you, great.  
 
Quandt: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thanks, and I know you have to run to some other things, so we 
appreciate your time. Yes, thank you.  
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EJ MCMAHON 
PRESIDENT, EMPIRE CENTER FOR PUBLIC POLICY  

 
Commissioner: I’m also now pleased to introduce, although we list him as Edmond J 
McMahon, everyone who knows him as EJ McMahon, who is the President of the 
Empire Center for Public Policy, also a Senior Fellow at the Manhattan Institute, a 
colleague and friend of mine for many years, and really, an expert on economic 
development, tax policy, pension reform. This is a little bit out of his bailiwick but EJ 
always come up with interesting things to say. So thanks, EJ.  
 
McMahon: Thank you, Rus, and good morning, everyone. Thank you very much for the 
opportunity to speak to you here today. As Rus said, my name is EJ McMahon. I’m President 
of the Empire Center for Public Policy, which is an independent nonprofit and nonpartisan 
research and education organization based here in Albany. Fostering personal 
responsibility in the framework of strengthened local communities is a very important goal 
of ours. And in pursuit of that goal I would, I would readily admit to a, to a pronounced bias 
in favor of subsidiarity, that is that the notion that to the greatest possible extent, social and 
human problems should be, should be dealt with at the level closest to the those problems. 
There’s always a tension in a big nation where there’s a major federal funding role but 
that’s one of the, if there’s a bias, I would admit upfront that would be it. I’m also a Senior 
Fellow with the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, which is another nonprofit think, 
think tank based in New York City.  
 
My background is that of a public policy analyst with a particular interest in the fiscal 
impacts and overall effectiveness of governed programs. So while I’m, I don’t have a 
background in welfare administration, much less nutritional services. I would like to 
approach the, the issues surrounding the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program 
from the perspective of one sort of assessing the broader forest, rather than specific 
bureaucratic branches of the trees. I begin with a basic or fundamental question, why or 
what is the purpose of this program, that is SNAP? Is it run and designed and structured in 
such a way that it’s really likely to achieve that purpose? Is it pursued in a way that’s 
consistent with other bureaucratic objectives of the government? Or to put it another way, 
let’s consider a thought experiment. If you were designing America’s human services 
programs from scratch, that is the entire array of assistance of income supports to needy 
families and individuals in all sorts of situations, would something like SNAP be on your 
list, specifically I mean, a program that supplemental subsidies for food purchases? And 
having created such a program if you decided to, would you have it administered not by the 
human, health and human services agency but by the department dedicated to promoting 
and protecting the interest of farmers? Yet, that’s what we have, obviously, and I think it’s 
helpful to consider how it got that way.  
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SNAP’s progenitor, the Food Stamps program, did not originate as a way to feed poor 
people primarily. It emerged from the Great Depression of the 1930s as an experimental 
effort to create a more efficient market for surplus crops by subsidizing food purchases by 
people on relief. Those were the twin problems. The stamps themselves that gave the name 
to Food Stamps replaced yet another program, a bulky program of trying to ship surplus 
commodities to nascent food banks around the country. Now the design of the interesting, 
of the original program was interesting and is worth recalling. Poor families were required 
to purchase a set of stamps colored orange and they automatically got additional stamps 
colored blue for free. The ratio was basically if you bought $5.00 in orange stamps, you got 
$2.50 in, in free stamps, that is 50¢ worth free for $1.00 spent. So while the orange stamps 
could be used to buy any food item, the blue stamps could be used only to buy so-called 
surplus food, that is food the USDA Secretary had called surplus. So, no, from the start, the 
concept was one in which a cash voucher or stamp was a supplement for food that a needy 
family purchased with its own source of cash, whether that cash came from relief or some 
limited employment. The program disappears in World War II. It resurfaces late in the 
President Kennedy’s administration as, again, as an experiment. It gets beefed up a bit by 
the Great Society in 1964 but it really comes into its own and is established as what we 
thought of or knew as Food Stamps in 1969 and ironically, this happens at the very 
moment under President Nixon, when Nixon is losing his fight to create a guaranteed 
annual income, an entirely different concept.  
 
In fact, one of the historians of the Food Stamps programs noted that Food Stamps itself 
expanded into something like a guaranteed annual income, in effect. Richard Nathan, a 
name very well known in this building, who founded this institute, who was a Deputy 
Budget Director then called Food Stamps a quote mini negative income tax, which was 
another name for a guaranteed annual income program. The concept of providing free food 
for the needy as a cash supplement remained, the basic concept, all, that had been carried 
through from the late 1930s and indeed the USDA remained in charge of the program. The 
ratio became more lopsided, as we know. In ’69 when the program got up to its bigger, 
permanent level, the ratio that had been $1.00 to get 50¢ free now became paying $1.00 to 
get $10.60 in Food Stamps. Now you know what’s happened since, I don’t need to go into it 
in detail but since 2000 there’s been a series of steps to liberalize the program’s 
parameters and eligibility and there’s been a very significant expansion in the caseload 
throughout the country and in through, and in the amount of money spent on the program. 
And this took place before, during, and after the recession, more or less. Let me review just 
a few of the, of the statistics just from New York. Since, in 1996 when welfare reform 
replaced the old AFDC program with TANF, there were more than a million New York State 
residents on the old so-called welfare program and there were about 2 million getting what 
was then known as Food Stamps.  
 
Fast forward 17 years, in 2013 there’s just 391,000 TANF recipients but the number of 
SNAP recipients is up over 3 million or roughly 1 in 6 New Yorkers, eight times the TANF 
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caseload. The number of SNAP recipients also dwarfed the number of Supplemental 
Security Income recipients, of which there are about 700,000. SNAP benefits for New 
Yorkers, not including administrative cost, total $5.6 billion in fiscal 2013, which was three 
and a half times the amount spent on basic assistance to people on the TANF caseload. 
SNAP benefits, actually, even exceeded the combined total of all of New York’s TANF and 
related maintenance of effort expenditures in all of the different ways New York spends the 
block grant and MOE money and also exceeded the $4.8 billion laid out in SSI benefit 
payments. In short, in New York, as throughout the country, SNAP has basically come to 
replace what was thought of as tradition quote-unquote welfare as the basic entitlement 
and broadest entitlement.  
 
Like traditional welfare of yore, it’s become, it’s largely unshackled and from any incentive 
to seek work or, or Welfare to Work program. Clearly, this is a good time and it was a good 
idea to create this Commission to take a fresh look at the program but I think it should be 
from a broad perspective in the context of all human services’ efforts. Reflecting on the 
name of this Commission and a word we’ve used a lot today and will continue to use, I can’t 
help but point out that Marian [sic] Webster’s Dictionary defines quote-unquote hunger as 
quote a very great need for food, a severe lack of food. Now we’ve come a long way in 
recent, in the last few decades. In fact, it was officially more or less proclaimed by the 
federal government in 1990 that actual malnutrition was no longer the problem which it 
actually had been as recently as 50 years ago, that what we’re really concerned with now is 
what we refer to today as food security or food insecurity, particularly the issue of very low 
food security, which I think most people would commonly accept as a definition of, of, of 
hunger, as they would know it, which is at different times during the year, the food intake 
of the household members was reduced and their normal eating patterns were disrupted 
because the household lacked money and other resources for food. As of 2013, only 5.6% of 
all households fell into this category and less than 1% of households with children had a 
child in that category. Now to be sure in a wealthy country like this, any number above 0 in 
those categories is intolerable and a proper focus of this Commission is in getting that 
number towards 0, at least to the greatest possible extent given the vagaries of human 
conduct and what, no matter how much money is available. But at the same time, I think it’s 
important to face facts.  
 
While food insecurity is a real issue, the larger problem facing poor and non-poor American 
households is not a lack of calories but too many of the wrong type of calories. Here I would 
like to quote from a recent testimony from the USDA by the Welfare Scholar Doug 
Besharov. He said, he noted, “Despite the massive increase in overweight and obesity 
among the poor, federal feeding programs still operate under their nearly half-Century old 
objective of increasing food consumption. Few experts are willing to say that federal 
feeding programs are making the poor fat, although the evidence may point in that 
direction but no expert thinks that doing that, they do very much do fight this growing 
public health problem. Now there is an iron rule of government in business. I think you’re 
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all familiar with it, which is if you subsidize something, people will buy more of it. If you 
give them money specifically [for] food, they will buy food. Even in cases, well, we haven’t 
acknowledged but which do exist, when people may have a greater need for something 
else. Of course, when you have a program such as this you are obligated to decide, to decide 
what qualifies as food.  
 
That’s a great deal the bureaucratic CHURN and effort and policy making surrounds that 
point. We’ve been discussing it today but when you have a single set of rules for the entire 
nation of 330 million people, you’re inevitably going to have state and local officials seeking 
more flexibility, at least on an experimental basis. USDA has had an odd approach to 
dealing with such requests, again, as been noted, New York on behalf of Mayor Bloomberg 
sought a way where that would’ve allowed the city of New York to bar the purchase of 
sugared sodas with SNAP benefits. USDA turned that down. On the other hand, the 
Department granted fairly significant waivers allowing all SNAP recipients in Rhode Island 
to purchase prepared meals in certain circumstances. It allowed another waiver so that 
people in Springfield, Massachusetts could get a premium if they purchased healthier foods 
with their Food Stamps, now, or their SNAP benefits. Now these are interesting ideas. They 
sound like we’re the proposals. They also, though, tend to, to strengthen the impression 
that, that USDA is more inclined to favor an innovation that will sell more food rather than 
being interested in changes that would restrict some purchases.  
 
Meanwhile, while all this is going on, while the USDA blocks efforts to prevent the use of 
SNAP to purchase unhealthy foods, the First Lady has launched a comprehensive initiative 
to solve the problem of childhood obesity within a generation. Something is wrong with 
this picture. I am among those who would support converting this program into a block 
grant, giving states at long last the flexibility and incentive to better manage and design 
their own programs to help people with, with the problem of, among other problems, poor 
people’s problem of food insecurity. Now some states, given this opportunity might choose 
to simply convert their SNAP funding into another form of cash assistance. At the other 
extreme, some states might try to completely replicate the existing SNAP approach on their 
own but I do think, undeniably, this would foster the kind of innovative approaches that 
you’ve been asked to consider, the public/private partnerships with food banks, for 
instance. Some states, for instance, could steer the money to vouchers for housing or 
transportation in a way meant to help people who live in what are called, known as food 
deserts, a concept I know you’re familiar with, where they lack sufficient nutritional 
choices. There’s a whole array of ways in which state, states might find the freedom to do 
better with this funding than the federal government does. Now I understand or as I can 
perceive it, the principal objection to block granting SNAP is the assumption that this 
would mean a reduction to funding and that the program would not grow in line with 
needs rapidly enough during economic downturns. I don’t think that necessarily has to be 
the case, however. This appropriation could be indexed to rise to inflation or it could, it 
could be linked to a rapid escalator, so that the cash available to states for the purpose of 
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dealing with the hardships of an economic downturn could basically turn on automatically 
in times when economic indicators, such as the unemployment rate, increase. I think those 
who advocate for the poor have an understandable point when they talk about not wanting 
to restrict choices as a way in effect to preserve people’s own individual independence and 
dignity and to foster it.  
 
However, I think that, that such advocates should reconsider or at least yield to the logic of 
their position. If you think it’s unduly patronizing for some mayor or governor to tell SNAP 
recipients what kinds of food they can and cannot purchase, why not support elimination of 
SNAP and its replacement with some form of, different form of assistance, managed 
through a block grant to states. Now earlier I mentioned and I’d like to close on this point, 
the inconsistencies of having a policy that allows the use of SNAP benefits to purchase un-
nutritious, non-nutritious foods that may be contributing to a health problem, while at the 
same time launching a major national effort to combat the problem caused by consumption 
of those foods.  
 
Here’s another piece of cognitive dissidence, even as the federal government spends $75 
billion a year, I think that’s the figure, on SNAP benefits, USDA is administering a variety of 
programs, among other agencies, designed to promote or even subsidize agriculture 
activity that produces the opposite result by devoting large amounts of farmland to the 
production of crops that are to be converted into biofuels. The use of biofuels increases 
both the level and the volativity of food prices in the United States and around the world 
and who is affected the most by that? Poor people who have food insecurity in some cases. 
Consider ethanol, 15 years ago 90% of the US corn crop went to feed people and livestock 
with less than 5% user-produced ethanol. By 2013 that number was down to 60% and 40% 
went to ethanol. With mounting ethanol mandates and production since 2006 food prices 
have sharply risen. The use of spent cooking oil as a fuel and other biofuel competes with 
other uses of this commodity. It can increase its price as a fuel and increase its cost as an 
input, where it’s used in, in the agricultural business as a, by livestock farmers, for instance, 
who can spray it on the food they use to fatten their animals or to other food uses. Biodiesel 
demand, alone, has been blamed for an increase of 74¢ per bushel or roughly 8% in the 
price of soybeans. Higher cost soybeans have a ripple effect throughout the economy. 
Energy markets now regularly compete with the food sector for vegetable oil. Soybean 
prices and energy prices are statistically linked, creating a floor price for soy oil. So all of 
these things exacerbate food insecurity and this is the, and one of the several federal 
agencies involved in promoting this is the USDA, in the name of building up rural America 
and helping farmers market their products. Something is also wrong with this picture. This 
is a regressive form of tax in effect. At the very least USDA should recognize the 
contradiction in its current policies, although I think Congress ultimately is going to have to 
do that.  
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Subsidizing the purchases of carbonated sugar water won’t help solve the problem of 
childhood obesity within a generation, as the First Lady aims to do. Mandates and 
incentives to convert food into biofuel are in no way consistent with measuring the goal of 
ensuring that all Americans can afford a healthy and nutritious diet. In closing, I would 
hope you’d reconsider the ultimate goals of the problem that sort of forest few that I 
suggested at the beginning. I’m fully cognizant that your formal charge is to make 
recommendations to the Secretary of Agriculture and that what I’m suggesting among 
other things, block granting, is, is actually in effect would amount to telling the Secretary to 
get further out of the back out of the business, rather than to get more deeply into it and do 
it better. Nonetheless, I, I throw that to you as an idea and I’d be happy to take any 
questions or enter into any discussion.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
McMahon: You’re welcome.  
 
Commissioner: I’m actually very interested, you referenced back in ’69 when the 
program really came into blossom and became a nationwide program or been some 
more [inaudible] even after that but that was the time that Nixon was launching his 
family independence plan which would have been guaranteed income program 
adjusted for inflation. I mean, are you basically saying that had we go in that 
direction and not had a transfer payment devoted exclusively to the purchase of food 
that it might be better and certainly it would respect people’s choices?  
 
McMahon: Well, I think that it’d be, I think one of the benefits of the block grant approach is 
that different states would approach this in different ways and you’d see what some of the 
unintended consequences might have been, you know. Reflecting on that and listening to 
some of the other really excellent testimony today and your, and your colloquies with the 
previous witnesses, it, we understand, I think we can all readily understand the politics of 
how Food Stamps classically developed. Politically, if support for such a program was 
stronger, if it could be sold in farm states as a way to take care of and sell surplus crops, 
especially in the depression when that was a huge problem and it remains an issue. 
Secondly, and, and again, human marketing perspective, when you talk about hunger or 
you talk about food and feeding people, the most basic human need, that attracts the 
natural charitable impulse of individuals and institutions commendably so and naturally so. 
And it’s, it’s perhaps harder to say, “Here, give money to the poor,” as opposed to, “We need 
to feed the poor.” But there is a tension here, I would point out to you, what’s the goal of, of 
social services and human services programs? We want ideally everyone to be a self-
supporting household, supported by their own income and work to the extent possible. 
There always will be people who cannot be in that position but the goal is for everyone to 
be self-supporting, to be, to be working, to be making a wage and to be supporting 
themselves. Well, think about it. Those who are, the fortunate many who, who have enjoyed 
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that status their whole lives, certainly present company included, and, and those who 
aspire to it, when you are in that state of life your employer, your business does not 
generate a voucher for you to take to Price Chopper. You have an income. You have a family 
budget and you see to your food, your most basic needs for food and clothing out of your 
overall budget. It’s, but when it, but in part for the reasons I mentioned, we ended up with 
a, with a bifurcated program. It’s actually broken into many more pieces, as you know, in 
which food, in particular, has this separate program run by an agency that really is most 
interested in promoting the interest of the people who produce food to give you a, what 
amounts to a voucher or a supplemental subsidy for food. Well, once you succeed in getting 
on your own two feet and if, hopefully, and supporting yourself and becoming a self-
supporting household, you’re not going to be receiving a supplement for your food, you’re 
going to be paying for your own food and it, if, in fact, a great deal of what we hear, I think, 
and the understandable comments about wanting to preserve the dignity of poor people 
and their choices, even against arguments against using these benefits to buy unhealthy 
food kind of get at that point. So I understand that tension. So that, I do think it’s, that the 
block grant approach, while it’s not completely flawless, obviously, is a way to explore what 
that alternative history. What could happen if you actually did have more flexibility in how 
you manage these programs?  
 
Commissioner: I have just one last question. You brought up two items at the end 
that I find very interesting and throwing new wrinkles at us. No one really has talked 
about the issue of food deserts and yet, you know in Albany here, Albany’s tried to 
rebuild the downtown in many different ways and now is using a residential model 
to try to rebuild downtown Albany and yet, there’s not a supermarket in downtown 
Albany.  
 
McMahon: Well, there’s a single supermarket a few blocks away from here up the hill from 
everybody who has— 
 
Commissioner: Condos.  
 
McMahon: —more likely to have food insecurity.  
 
Commissioner: Yeah, well, the corridor up on Sheridan Avenue and Arbor Hill, which 
is some of the poorest areas here, that store isn’t— 
 
McMahon: Well, for instance, what you will see is, I live in a suburb south of Albany and 
what you’ll see are literally people coming by the busload to the Wal-Mart Supercenter to 
do their grocery shopping from the poorest neighborhoods of Albany and there are models, 
for instance, if the states had the flexibility to do this, maybe states would think of trying to 
figure out ways to incentivize the location of full-service groceries in poorer 
neighborhoods, where for a variety of understandable reasons they currently do not locate.  
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Commissioner: Go ahead, Robert, do you have a question? 
 
Commissioner: Yeah, I have two questions. The first concern, the raising of the 
ethanol issues, we’re interested in savings.  
 
McMahon: Right.  
 
Commissioner: So potential that we could reinvest in more effective— 
 
McMahon: Right.  
 
Commissioner: —ways to help low income Americans. So is there a savings in federal 
dollars in an ethanol standard change?  
 
McMahon: There are some savings, I would say, compared to the SNAP budget, they’re 
relatively modest. All money, a billion here and a billion there and the first thing you’re 
talking about real money.  
 
Commissioner: Is real money, yeah. [laughter] We know that.  
 
McMahon: The figure I’ve seen for tax credits alone on the federal level and I’m, I didn’t 
double check [inaudible], it was about $2 billion over 10 years.  
 
Commissioner: Well, we’d like to keep our dialogue open on that because you’re very 
good at finding wasteful spending or inappropriate spending and we might need 
some in order to— 
 
McMahon: Well, the spend, I mean, think of all the spending that is, added spending that is 
generated by the cost, which can often be higher biofuels and by the inefficiencies 
introduced by the use of biofuels. It’s a, it’s not an unmixed picture.  
 
Commissioner: Right, and the other issue is crop insurance and the farm bill has a 
huge subsidy for crop insurance for farmers that, scholars, for instance, at the think 
tank I work at have been strongly opposed to because of its wastefulness. That might 
be another area where we could find savings and it would be within the USDA 
bailiwick, in fact, within the farm bill.  
 
McMahon: Well, right, and also, but, but, getting back to the point of the block granting and 
anybody who has worked in any large organization or in government totally understands 
this. This is if you, if you have a huge amount of money that, that goes, that is spent through 
the state but which the state has no incentive to spend efficiently or effectively, it will not 
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be spent efficiently or effectively. This is not about trying to shortchange people in need. 
This is about recognizing the absolute fact of the matter, which is that if New York is getting 
$5.6 billion a year from the federal government with absolutely no incentive to ensure that 
it’s spent efficiently, you can rest assured it’s not being spent as efficiently as it could be 
spent.  
 
Commissioner: Last question, how do you react to a regulation that mandated certain 
shelf space criteria in order to participate in the SNAP program on grocery stores?  
 
McMahon: Well, I don’t know that much about it. I can understand the impulse behind such 
a regulation. Again, it seems to me that it’s one of those, those endless wrinkles that crop up 
if you have a program designed the way this is, if, if you have a program of debit cards that 
says, ‘Here, use this to buy certain foods,’ and then naturally concerns arise about which 
foods are available, which foods are purchased then that type of thing comes up. I mean, I 
think that in isolation it can, an argument can be made for it.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Do you have questions? I have one more.  
 
Commissioner: Last one and then we need to have our break.  
 
Commissioner: I just want to be clear on when you’re talking about a block grant. 
You qualified it in to make it very distinct from what was done with TANF because 
TANF was a one-time fix, lump sum based on admittedly— 
 
McMahon: Right.  
 
Commissioner: —per state basis at high levels of spending.  
 
McMahon: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: But you’re talking about having some adjustability within a block 
grant, both for downturns and for emergencies and something tied to inflation?  
 
McMahon: Yeah, because this program and even going back to its, its Great Depression 
roots, you know, the political impulse was that we got to help the farmers sell their surplus 
produce and oh, by the way, we’ve got people on relief lines, perfect confluence of interest 
but it, it did grow out of the fact that people suddenly developed real urgent needs for basic 
necessities when there’s times of economic distress or emergency. That makes this 
different from that because the notion behind that, which we’re, some people are still 
arguing but the notion behind welfare reform was this program had drifted away from a 
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focus on getting people back on their feet and, and into, into conventional, into self-
supporting status and that, and that it needed to be fundamentally changed. I think this is 
different and that block granting, yeah, I would have the different approach because you’re 
talking about the fact that there was a maintenance of effort based on what states were 
spending in the mid-1990s and there’s that core that you’ve got to keep up and then there’s 
this, this number, which is shrinking in inflation adjusted terms for, that is the actual 
benefit. This, I think, you’d have to treat differently and that’s why I think that when it gets 
mixed up with the debate in Washington over deficit reduction, I think that feeds a lot of 
the concerns we’re hearing. If this become a block grant like the TANF block grant, that 
means it shrinks steadily for years to come and, and the money doesn’t shift when we need 
it and I, but that doesn’t necessarily come as part of the package, I don’t believe, or should 
not.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much, EJ. I appreciate your time. I know you’ve got 
other events to get to and we have a break.  
 
McMahon: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Taking a break, Mariana?  
 
Commissioner: That’s right.  
 
Commissioner: We have about a 10-15 minute break and then we’ll resume with Joel 
Berger.  
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JOEL BERG 
DIRECTOR, NEW YORK CITY COALITION AGAINST HUNGER 

 
Commissioner: Executive Director of the New York City Coalition Against Hunger, 
who is a former Clinton USDA employee. He’s written extensively around hunger 
issues, including a book called You Can Eat, How Hungry is America and he’s joined 
by, I hope I pronounce this correct, Nermin Tadros [phonetic]. Am I close? And we’re 
delighted Nermin is a client and will give us sort of a unique perspective, as well. And 
so very appreciative of that and let me turn it over to you, Joel and Nermin.  
 
Berg: Nermin, if you would go first. We’ll both testify and then answer questions.  
 
Commissioner: That sounds great.  
 
Commissioner: If you could also both use the microphone when you’re testifying so 
that we can make sure that it’s being recorded and as a reminder for those of you 
who came in and who were not here this morning, this testimony and this hearing is 
being recorded, audio recorded and video recorded and will be made available to the 
public.  
 
Tadros: My name is Nermin Tadros. I am member of the Food Action Board for the New 
York City Coalition Against Hunger. The board engages food insecure New Yorkers in 
telling their stories and working to improve public policies in order to end hunger. I am 
testifying on behalf of the approximately 1.4 million New Yorkers who live in food insecure 
households. I want to first thank the National Commission of Hunger for inviting me to 
testify here today. I live on Staten Island with my husband of 10 years, [inaudible]. We 
arrived in the United States into south and central Egypt. We are grateful that America took 
us in and we are desperate to work hard and get ahead but the reality is that we have often 
faced hunger. We want to work hard and achieve the American dream but even though I 
have a bachelor’s degree in political sciences and economics, I have only been able to get a 
part-time blue collar work. I previously worked for a number of years part-time at a 
nationwide retail store, always asking for more hours. At most, they gave 12 hours per 
week of work, if I was lucky. This meant my husband and I were often behind on the utility 
bills because we needed to buy food. I was paid $8.00 per hour and then after my bosses 
agreed my performance was good, they raised it to only $8.20 per hour. After I questioned 
why the raise was so small they reduced my number of hours. I believe some companies 
purposely keep employees on part-time to avoid paying benefits as well as continuously 
bringing in newer, younger workers who are paid even less. This seems to be a common 
practice, unfortunately. Currently my husband and I both work as many hours as we can 
per week delivering food in a truck at night, earning $8.75 per hour. I still struggle. 
Unfortunately, this happens not only to me but to so many other working people I know. 
My husband and I each get about 20 hours a week earning $700.00 per person per month. 
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$1,400.00 for the two of us even in the relatively lower end [inaudible] of Staten Island, our 
rent is $1,100.00, leaving only $300.00 per month for food, clothing, transportation and 
every other expenses. Our metro card alone to get to and from work cost $5.50 per round 
trip, equaling 63% of one hour’s pay. Basic math explains why we don’t have enough 
money for food. I eventually applied by mail to the New York City Human Resources 
Administration, HRA, for SNAP. The application process was horrific. The agency lost my 
supporting documents. Then they lost my documents for a second time. The third time I 
have to spend $12.00 going to [inaudible] to Fed Ex our paperwork to HRA but we were 
told that the documents arrived a few hours after the deadline and we were denied for 
benefits. The bureaucracy was worse than even Egyptian bureaucracy. I applied again and 
we were finally granted the SNAP. Even after getting benefits, the city continued to hassle 
us. They repeatedly told us that because we didn’t have children, we were so called able-
bodied adults without dependents and that we had to take extra time to take, to document 
that we are working.  
 
When our employers against our will reduced our hours for work, the city made it sound as 
if it was somehow our fault and that we didn’t want to work. This treatment was 
humiliating and insulting and upset us greatly. I get that the city now makes it easier for so-
called A-B-A-W-D-S, which is the able-bodied adults without dependents to get help, to get 
food help but we still have to repeatedly recertify our SNAP eligibility with the city. My 
husband and I now receive $180.00 in SNAP. We also go to pantries and get extra food most 
months. Meanwhile, every trip to the supermarket is an extreme balancing act, which 
means I can only buy food that’s on sale. Some weeks I can’t buy protein, such as meat and 
seafood if it’s not on sale. In order for my SNAP to last until the end of the month, I don’t 
have another choice. Basic math, again, explains what we struggle, why we struggle. Two 
people get around $180.00 worth of SNAP per month. It means $90.00 per person divided 
by 30 days of a month, so the balance for each person daily is $3.00. This is $3.00 for three 
meals, which means $1.00 a meal.  
 
I understand that USDA guidelines say the SNAP is supposed to be supplemental but that I 
am supposed to use other money for food but if I don’t, what if I don’t have another money? 
What would you buy with $1.00 a meal? How could you feed a working body on $1.00 a 
meal and afford life? It’s impossible. I have to buy what’s $1.00 a meal, which makes 
healthy food like meat, seafood, fruits and vegetables, which is tough to purchase. I want to 
eat healthier but food is expensive. These are not choices I want to make but they are the 
only choices I have. I have to think millions of times before swiping my EBT card for cheese 
that cost around $6.00 a pound or some cold cuts. I am very grateful that America took in 
me and my husband but the sad reality is that by some measures, Egypt provides more 
support than America to aid low income families. It’s just too hard for working people to 
survive in America today and it’s not only me who thinks that. I bet this is what every 
working person who relies on SNAP thinks. It shouldn’t be this way. I shouldn’t have to 
choose between my rent and food or have to question myself before I buy food. It’s not 
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healthy and not correct and in New York City alone there are 1.7 million people who rely on 
SNAP, just like me. Most are working people, just like me and my husband. Many are kids 
and seniors. They are my family, friends, neighbors, some of them other than food action 
board are here with me today. We only want higher wages but I worry that if the minimum 
wage is raised, we would lose all our SNAP benefits. My husband and I would be worse off. 
We must raise the minimum wage but also ensure that income cutoffs for SNAP would rise 
at the same time in order to ensure that wages, in order to ensure that [inaudible] increase, 
not decrease the ability of workers to feed their families. Only when wages rise high 
enough for a family to be able to fully feed their families should SNAP eligibility be ended 
for that family. It should also be quicker, easier, and less humiliating for people to get SNAP 
and the benefits should be raised to enable families to obtain a full supply of healthier food. 
I think stores should be further subsidized to give special discounts to people who 
purchase food with SNAP. In a country as wealthy as America no one should go hungry.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you so much.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: Do you want to reserve our questions for you both— 
 
Berg: If that’s okay.  
 
Commissioner: Sure, yeah.  
 
Berg: And respecting your time I will use less.  
 
Commissioner: We appreciate your written testimony, too, Joel, thank you.  
 
Berg: You’re very welcome, as always.  
 
Commissioner: I’d like to get a copy of— 
 
Berg: We will do that, as well. First of all, I want to thank the Commission as a whole and 
the Commissioners for doing this. I do always appreciate the public service that each of you 
have offered. I say that sincerely. I thank all our Food Action Board members for waking up 
very early, especially you, for coming here and having the courage to tell your story. Why I 
get so passionate about this is I keep meeting people like her and I keep hearing their 
stories time after time and time again. I don’t meet the stereotypical people from the other 
side, who just don’t want to work, who have to be forced into working, who have to have 
their grocery baskets micromanaged but I respect that’s a lot of think tank talk, I don’t see 
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that in the world, real world and I don’t think the data supports that. I’m going to give you 
one statistic from the US Census Bureau. Between 2009 to 2011 while about ⅓ of American 
families live below the poverty line for at least one of those months out of 36 months. Only 
3% of families were poor for each of those 36 months, 3%, a whole national debate is over 
this so-called underclass that just don’t work, they’re going to be poor from generation to 
generation. They’re going to be hungry from generation to generation. As you know, less 
than 10% of the Americans are getting cash assistance today now claiming that SNAP is 
really cash assistance is like the people who can’t accept that the Soviet Union went away, 
so they have to sort of manufacture some known threat, oh, that’s the same as the Soviet 
Union and this is equivalence of welfare. It’s never been the same as welfare. I think that if 
someone’s trying to work full-time and can’t get ahead the American system is 
fundamentally at risk.  
 
So my first point orally I will make is that I think the evidence shows the main problem is 
not the behavior of low income people. With all due respect, it’s not family structure. You 
can say correlation is not the same as meaning one thing causes the other. We know it’s 
hotter when the sun is out but that doesn’t mean that being hotter causes the sun being out. 
I believe family disillusion is caused by poverty. Now let me specifically address why I think 
it’s actually quite a mistake for the Commission to focus on just very low food security. The 
truth of the matter is that the data shows people come in and out of food security very in 
and out of very low food insecurity. As I corresponded with Dr. Frank, sometimes people 
are in marginal food security, not even characterized as food insecure and can be very low 
food insecure one day. It’s a plate a time on a graph and so just technically pinpointing the 
time that person is going to be very low food secure or whatever you want to call it, hungry.  
 
This administration stopped using that word and then just apply an application of some 
sort of benefit or help just to them, I understand the desire to do that. I’m a taxpayer, too. I 
want my tax dollars to be used as well as possible, as target as possible but let me 
respectfully suggest that’s impossible. It would be like trying to address flu and saying, “To 
get rid of flu, we’re only going to find the people who are currently suffering from the most 
severe types of flu and just apply medication to them,” when we all know to end flu, we 
have to, A, yes, treat the people currently suffering but also apply a broader public health 
system to prevent people from getting flu in the first place. So I would argue that, A, it’s not 
going to work, B, I would argue that it goes against the broad mandate that Congress gave 
the Commission. It didn’t say just focus on very low security, you know, I will, hypocrisy 
right up front because in a few seconds I’m going to tell you a newer part of the mandate 
that says, ‘Don’t spend any more money,’ but I will say that I don’t think that’s the mandate 
and lastly, I would say I will be, once, as you know, I am, I believe adopting that would 
advance a far right wing political agenda to basically say that the broader number of 49 
million people in food insecurity isn’t really a problem and should you think I’m paranoid, I 
would suggest my, the previous person testified, proved that’s exactly the point. It’s been a 
long agenda of the right to say this isn’t a real problem, so wages are the real problem. 



 

 

46 
 

Poverty’s not a real problem because it’s only this really, really small part of the population 
and it only happens rarely. I will move towards solutions and I do think we can have a 
bipartisan consensus on this but not dumbing down the debate, not saying, if I may, we’re 
going to take ten good ideas that have been demonstratively proven true and ten bad ideas 
that are demonstratively false and by lumping them all together, we’ll have smart public 
policy.  
 
I know we’re in the Rockefeller Institute and if you tell the [inaudible] in Rockefeller you’re 
going to solve a major problem without solving any more money, he would laugh at you. I 
drove up here on the freeway past the new Tappan Zee Bridge and the day you can show 
me to build a brand new bridge to move people and supplies without spending any more 
tax dollars is the day I’ll tell you, you can solve a major social problem like hunger without 
spending any more money. I do think the SNAP Program should be modernized. I agree 
probably with you guys that we should dramatically reduce the paperwork states have to 
fill out. I adamantly oppose [inaudible], my group’s really a national organization and I’ve 
spent a lot of time in places like Mississippi and they categorically reject that they managed 
several programs better than the federal government does and if states want to do it, let 
them spend their own money and for [inaudible] the right, this is basically a way to buy off 
democratic liberal voters and liberal big cities. I will point out that of the 20 states in the 
Union that have the highest rate of SNAP participation, 16 voted for Mitt Romney, most are 
run by Republican governors. The take up rate for SNAP is higher in rural American, which 
is disproportionately White than urban America that is disproportionately non-White. So 
when key national political figures use the term “inner city, inner city, inner city” I would 
respectively say that’s race baiting and again, mistaking the problem. I would say that there 
should be dramatic simplification but the power shouldn’t go to the states or the counties 
or localities. The power should go to low income families.  
 
 I proposed Hope Accounts that would basically scrap the entire Social Service bureaucracy 
of America and allow low income people to be their own case managers with guarantees 
that we would not reduce their benefits, reduce their choice but give them real hope for the 
future. When I drove up here on the, also know I grew up in Rockingham County and then 
into Albany, made us pass through a lot of toll takers. I did not meet a single human being 
coming up here because I had an Easy Pass. There’s no technological reason that we are 
still going by the same [inaudible] technology in most cases as we were in 1977 when the 
original Food Stamp Act that created the modern program was created. I will credit New 
York City HRA for being way out front in allowing people to apply online and submitting 
supporting documents. I think we can build on that nationwide. We can allow people to 
apply by phone and it’s much easier if you’re going to lie, you can lie in person, you can lie 
over the phone. It does nothing to reduce fraud. I really wasn’t going to bring up finger 
imaging today but since you did, I would just urge you to look outside and report that the 
skies didn’t fall. The things that people said were going to happen, the terrible, you know, 
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fraud epidemic that was going to happen if we stopped this process, which I don’t think 
reduces fraud didn’t have an increase in fraud.  
 
I would say I would support stores having more requirements to have healthier food in 
them and we strongly support higher nutritional standards in schools. I think big 
institutions should have the burden of improving these processes, not putting it on low 
income families. And lastly, I’ll make a call for universal school meals, not just scrapping the 
reduced priced category, reducing, scrapping all the categories. I played very, very, very 
mediocre JV soccer. I was really bad. I spent more time on the bench than I did on the field 
and yet, my suburban, not poor school district in Rockingham County gave me a free jersey. 
Why? Because they argued me sitting on the bench in mediocre JV soccer was a key 
educational tool for everyone. I’ve calculated we would save billions of dollars a year by 
just having free school meals for every American student, even Thad Cochran, who’s now 
the Republican Chair of the House Agriculture Appropriations Committee, came to a 
conference I was at a few years ago and said that he thought we could save money if we just 
had universal meals for all kids. It would take away billions of dollars from bureaucracy, 
feeding more children, improve the educational system and just be a win-win for the 
American people. Yes, that would cost more money but if Congress decided that to go after 
ISIS they had to magically find with no debate $64 billion, which equals 128 years of federal 
funding for the National Summer Meals Program, if they thought this was really a priority, 
they could find more money to end hunger once and for all. Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: Thanks Joel and [inaudible], appreciate it very much. You have a first 
question?  
 
Commissioner: Sure, I would love to do that. First of all, I would like you to state your 
name again, madam, I’m sorry, I missed it the first time. I don’t have anything in front 
of me that says it.  
 
Tadros: Nermin.  
 
Commissioner: Nermin? 
 
Tadros: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you Ms. Nermin for your testimony. I would like you to talk, if 
you would be willing, a little bit more about the dynamics that made you feel 
humiliated when you were applying for Food Stamps and can you talk a little bit 
about what that experience was like and how that was caused and how we can avoid 
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that in the future. What is that interaction, why does that interaction take place and 
what are some solutions to prevent that?  
 
Tadros: Well, when I applied for the first time, it went through online. Then on the 
recertification, I sent it by mail once. They called many times. I didn’t receive anything. I 
told you, I told the coworker or whatever I just submitted the application and everything, 
the documents, “No, we lost it.” I sent it again. They did not receive it. I had to go to the 
office, which I have to lose one day of work then they ask for some copies or something. I 
didn’t have with me. They didn’t tell me on the phone that I have to have it. I had to go to 
work. I went to work. I submitted the application, the document they needed by the USPS 
Express Mail. I missed just several hours. Let’s say it was supposed to arrive on the 5th, it 
arrived on the 6th in the early morning and like that I have to reapply again.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you and what happens to you and your husband when you 
don’t have, when the Food Stamps don’t come through or when you have to make 
ends meet in terms of cutting meals or cutting back on your— 
 
Tadros: I had to apply to another food pantry and they use my credit card.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thank you.  
 
Commissioner: You know, Kevin Concannon, who you know is the Undersecretary, 
told us to be as bold as you’re telling us to be. There is some and I appreciate some of 
your analogies about the Tappan Zee Bridge and, you know, they resonate with me, 
even though we may not always agree on things but I’m just curious, I mean, you 
mentioned something that appealed to me on the Universal School Meals. I’ve always 
been a big proponent and in fact, was the architect of the school breakfast mandate 
we have in New York now for needy schools and elementary schools but does 
bureaucratic savings you claim we could save, I find that quite often bureaucracy, 
even when you do something good like that, bureaucracy is sort of unwilling to 
dismantle itself enough to really realize those savings.  
 
Berg: Well, they won’t dismantle themselves, that’s why we have government and elected 
officials and hopefully, some in New York and I know some in New York aren’t corrupt 
today. I must point out over and over again the conviction rate of our elected officials both 
for New York and nationwide is far higher than the SNAP trafficking rate. I couldn’t help 
but getting that in. Look, on school meals, part of the problem with the federal scoring is 
you don’t save federal money on it because the vast majority of the bureaucracy isn’t 
federal for school meals and the same for the rest of the, you know, the Food Nutrition 
Service in Washington, even though they match $100 billion worth of money, I think they 
have something like 1,300 FTEs. There’s something like 60% of USDA’s money and 
something like 2% of their FTEs and unfortunately, the way federal budgeting rules work, if 
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you save, if you eliminate the forms, you would eliminate over time people at the State 
Education Department who collect them, people at school districts who send them to the 
State Education Department, people at school level, who then send them to the school 
district and then the time of teachers in every classroom collecting the forms. Now my idea 
about dramatically decreasing the safety net, now over time I think public employees can 
do something else more productive but the truth is there would be resistance on both the 
left and the right. Many of my colleagues will argue that, you know, low income people 
really need this intensive case management to get that extra help. For some, I might, for 
most I’d say they’re just poor and they need the help. My mother was a social worker and 
she did case management. I think God bless the social work intellies [phonetic] that 
everyone needs to be case managed, that may be the case in some but I don’t think that’s 
the case for others. Groups like mine, we got a lot of money from SNAP outreach and I’m 
not saying we consciously think we can simplify the system because of this, I would gladly 
have my staff do other things and give up the grant money if we just made it easier for 
people to get the benefits and then some people on the right, frankly, think [an] onerous 
application process makes it a burden and it should be a burden because it shouldn’t be 
easy and therefore, they support it. So there is an irony that some on the left and some on 
the right unconsciously, for totally different reasons, support a large bureaucracy but I 
would support it. I think most low income people would support scrapping the vast 
majority, would you prefer to just be able to apply on your own and fill out like a tax form 
and get your benefits, if you were eligible? I’m sorry, I’m not supposed to ask questions.  
 
   [Overlapping conversation and Laughter.]  
 
Commissioner: You don’t always do what you’re supposed to do.  
 
Commissioner: I got a question. Do you have any more questions?  
 
Commissioner: I reserve to give you some time.  
 
Commissioner: I want to thank you for coming and I wanted to ask you some 
questions about your work history and also about other benefit programs in the city. 
Is that all right with you?  
 
Tadros: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, so what I understood you to say was that you and your husband 
both are working 20 hours a week, is that right?  
 
Tadros: Yes.  
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Commissioner: And you would like to work more hours but you can’t find an 
employer that will give you more than 20 hours a week?  
 
Tadros: This what happens, even in, I used to work in a big, big store— 
 
Commissioner: Yeah, yeah.  
 
Tadros: —chain store, they don’t give you hours.  
 
Commissioner: Now is it, one of the issues that is out there among low wage 
employers, employers that employ a lot of entry level employees, is the effects of the 
Affordable Care Act, where if they go over a certain number of hours, you’re right, 
they may be forced to have to provide healthcare benefits. So there’s a 29-hour rule.  
 
Tadros: No.  
 
Commissioner: Is it possible that that’s the reason why they’re not— 
 
Tadros: Well, what I know now, I quit a couple of years ago but what I know now is that 
they don’t provide healthcare.  
 
Commissioner: Right, that’s what I meant, if they— 
 
Tadros: They don’t do it.  
 
Commissioner: Right, so are you currently working 20 hours a week?  
 
Tadros: Uh-huh [yes]. 
 
Commissioner: What kind of work is it and what are the hours on a weekly basis?  
 
Tadros: We deliver chips in the city.  
 
Commissioner: Chips?  
 
Tadros: We work on a truck.  
 
Commissioner: On a truck? And your husband has a different job?  
 
Tadros: He actually got me this job. He works there and he— 
 
Commissioner: He works there, also?  
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Tadros: Yeah.  
 
Commissioner: So you both work for a company that limits your hours to 20 and he 
got you the job?  
 
Tadros: Uh-huh [yes]. 
 
Commissioner: Now what about programs in the city, are you a recipient of any other 
benefit programs? Not health insurance? Not Medicaid?  
 
Tadros: I have the Medicaid and that’s it.  
 
Commissioner: So you have— 
 
Tadros: I hear about another programs but I don’t know how those work.  
 
Commissioner: So you applied for Medicaid at HRA, as well?  
 
Tadros: Yeah.  
 
Commissioner: Yes.  
 
Tadros: No, I have Medicaid only. I don’t have except Medicaid and SNAP, that’s it.  
 
Commissioner: Right, but Medicaid is something that you apply through HRA, as well. 
 
Tadros: Oh, okay, I don’t know that, all right.  
 
Commissioner: Do you remember how that application process went or the 
recertification process?  
 
Tadros: I just received, applied for it, it just went through.  
 
Commissioner: Yeah, and housing assistance, any form of housing assistance or 
rental assistance?  
 
Tadros: No.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, thank you.  
 
Commissioner: You have any questions?  
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Commissioner: I have a few that are— 
 
Commissioner: I just, I have one last one, it’s really a smaller question. You know that 
USDA tested a Summer EBT Program recently as a pilot because schools aren’t 
offering meals in the summer with the Summer Food Program is underutilized.  
 
Berg: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: I mean, it seems from our reckoning that that’s been a pretty good 
idea but trying to scale it up would be difficult, too. I know that you would say we 
could build the Tappan Zee Bridge but what do you think of the Summer EBT 
Program?  
 
Berg: I should say I think my top [inaudible] which I didn’t say in my testimony is create 
more jobs and making sure they pay a living wage, so I want to be clear on that. I think we 
actually agree that work should be the centerpiece of social policy. And I also agree we can 
save a lot of money by scrapping the farm benefits, getting rid of ethanol subsidies. So I’ll 
start with that. I do think we should expand the EBT Pilot Project. However troublesome 
summer meals are in New York state, other places I go to with hotter summers like Texas 
and Arizona, where it’s over 110 degrees for a week, forget about it. And not only should 
we expand the summer pilot, which basically says you can use the equivalent of an EBT 
card or your EBT card to get extra benefits over the summer, I do think USDA and 
legislation would have to change should take away some of the strict nature of the onsite 
feeding programs. So when you’re going to El Paso, you’ll hear a lot about this idea that you 
have to eat it on site. I understand the city of New York might be dinged because they were 
working with a nonprofit group to distribute food at Main Street and [inaudible] and then 
some auditor came back, there was no place for the kids to sit, so it’s not a proper feeding 
site and so we may have to pay back the money. That doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.  
 
Commissioner: So the sponsorship rules are really pretty onerous.  
 
Berg: What happens, you guys are in government, at least the three of you, you know what 
happens. Every few years there’s some fraud somewhere and government overreacts in the 
worse possible manner. They just pile on paperwork and paperwork and paperwork, which 
doesn’t reduce fraud. It increases the number of people that can be blamed when fraud 
happens. So up to me, I’d have a lot less paperwork and a lot more inspectors. The real, 
because you can lie on paperwork. If you really want to find fraud in Child Nutrition 
Programs, the fraud is making up numbers of kids. If you want to find out the accurate 
number of the kids, have a few more inspectors. They show up and count.  
 
Commissioner: I have a couple more when you’re— 
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Commissioner: Yeah, sure.  
 
Commissioner: Mr. Berg, the growth in SNAP utilization in New York state and New 
York City during the later part of the 2000s was pretty dramatic, went up quite 
dramatically and very low food security also rose up to about 5% now. What 
happened there? Do you expect very low food security to be dropping now or not?  
 
Berg: That’s a good question. What happened was I think it would’ve been far worse had 
not there been the growth of this safety net, as I mentioned. Basically, there was no more 
cash assistance, they have a far more nuanced position on that to discuss, you know, here 
but it is true that SNAP is basically the only part of the safety net left, the countercyclical 
safety net left. School meals didn’t particularly go up in the recession. WIC didn’t go up in 
the recession. So SNAP is about it and I think the food insecurity would’ve been a far, far, 
far greater without this massive increase in SNAP and I’m sorry, the second part of your 
question.  
 
Commissioner: That was the only question. I was one, the second question was and 
this is a history question and it’s a little political and— 
 
Berg: I hate to go there but okay.  
 
Commissioner: —but I have this memory at the very beginning of the President 
Obama Administration, the First Lady and the Obama Administration made a pledge 
or maybe it was during the campaign to end childhood hunger.  
 
Berg: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: And then that goal switched to a focus on obesity. Can you tell us the 
history of that and what was going on there and do I have that right?  
 
Berg: I certainly talked to those folks. I’m not serving the Obama Administration, so I can’t 
talk for the President. I can tell you I’ve been personally very critical of the President 
abandoning that pledge. I had some conversations at the very beginning of the 
Administration that their messaging didn’t combine talking about obesity, with talking 
about hunger was a huge, huge, huge problem. I’m very praiseworthy of what they, what 
was in the stimulus package. I think that was a huge success and helped with the 
countercyclical nature of the safety net. I’m very supportive of the administrative changes 
that they’ve used and I will not defend my own department. A lot of things sometimes you 
guys want them to do, I think is illegal, so I really urge you not to blame USDA as Congress. 
They, you know, a waiver does not mean you can violate law, so I strongly support much of 
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what they’ve done administratively and I think the problem’s with Congress and members 
of Congress on both sides of the aisle who agreed to cut these benefits claiming— 
 
Commissioner: In other words, that vague memory is correct, that there was a 
commitment that then got sort of downplayed or shifted to something else? 
 
Berg: Oh, yes, and by the end of 2015 when we’re further away from that goal, as I predict, I 
will be very vocal in criticizing everyone who was responsible for not meeting that goal. I 
think it was a very doable goal. I don’t know that necessarily everyone when they made the 
goal accepted that goal, understood what it was going to take to get there. Those of us who 
were supporting it understood it was going to take a massive change in the economy, a 
massive change in our safety net. So perhaps some people made it too cavalierly and even 
when I criticized Mayor Bloomberg for making big goals, I never criticized him for making 
the goals, I criticized him for not keeping it. So I think government should make the goals, 
understand the resources and work it’s going to take to get there and then carry them out 
and hold them accountable for doing it. So I think it’s a major failure of his Presidency in 
the last number of years that we haven’t done that.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much. I think we’re out of time for— 
 
Commissioner: Thank you— 
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: —both of you, we appreciate you coming and I hope you can stick 
around to hear some more.  
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LEE BOWES 
CEO, AMERICA WORKS 

 
Commissioner: We are now doing a remote witness, who got called to a meeting in 
the afternoon with the Mayor’s office and that’s Dr. Lee— 
 
Bowes: On welfare can and want to go to work, prior to welfare reform, the assumption 
was that people needed to stay home. Second, work, not training essential to that effort. For 
far too many years welfare recipients were sent to training programs that never lead to 
employment. Third, companies should be paid for performance only when a person gets 
and keeps a job should we be paid. Fourth, getting a job is easy but keeping the job is hard. 
So we developed a follow along service for the first 6 months to provide counseling, 
coaching on the job, interventions for support where necessary and a host of financial 
incentives. At first we ran [inaudible] programs around the country in different cities in the 
1980s with our program design and it did attract a lot of media attention in the interest of 
politicians. Newt Gingrich was a very early supporter, as was the DLC, which then was 
headed by Bill Clinton. America Works got involved in providing information to both the 
House and the White House during the implementation of the 1996 TANF Law and with the 
start of America Works 31 years ago, we place over 500,000 people into jobs. We have 
expanded the services we provide to other populations, included are ex-offenders, 
veterans, the homeless, people with disabilities who are on SSI, children aging out of foster 
care, Food Stamp recipients and noncustodial parents who are unemployed and cannot pay 
child support. Most of the people that we work with also receive Food Stamps. In New York 
City America Works has been able to work with people who have Food Stamp only cases.  
 
First, this was done on a completely voluntary basis. As people came to us, we could enroll 
them in our program and place them into jobs in the contract we have with the Human 
Resources Administration, HRA. We did this from 1998 until November 2012 in particular 
we recruited people from prisons and veterans. As you know, veterans, many of them while 
they’re serving our country get on Food Stamps because their rate of pay is so low. From 
January of 2013 until March of 2014 we worked with mandated referrals. So the city of 
New York implemented a program which required people who were on Food Stamps to go 
look for work much like the welfare program did. In March of 2014 the new Deblasio 
Administration ceased allowing Food Stamp referrals to receive employment services. 
Although we advocated continuing to serve them on a voluntary basis, especially for 
returning offenders and veterans, homeless veterans, and disabled veterans. There wasn’t 
any receptivity to the continuation of that, so in effect now when somebody has a Food 
Stamp case, we’re not allowed to work with them. America Works, through its contract 
with HRA, was the subject of a couple, two, audits by the federal government, specifically 
the Department of Agriculture came to audit the Food Stamp program. I think they were 
particularly concerned about the mandated Food Stamp program. During the audit of 
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America Works we made sure there were a number of people who gave testimonial to the 
fact that they wanted to go to work and that the employment services were vital to them.  
 
Although the auditors felt the program was punitive, the people we placed insisted that no 
one who can go to work wants to sit home collecting Food Stamps. They welcomed this 
opportunity to find work and although in New York City, there are a number of 
employment agencies that we have funded through the Department of Labor Programs, the 
HRA Programs, which is the Social Service Agency in New York City really addressed their 
support service needs because we actually went out and set up appointments with 
companies for them. We found them their, the clothing they needed. We got them all kinds 
of other support services. We gave them metro cards bonuses, transportation gift cards, all 
these incentives and that was very helpful in preparing them for work. You have to 
understand that many of these people with Food Stamp only cases were very proud and did 
not want to, even though they would qualify for other social service benefits, they wanted 
to exit the system as quickly as possible. From 2010 to 2013 America Works placed and 
retained 2,851 Food Stamp recipients into jobs with 6 months of retention.  
 
Due to the ability to place Food Stamp recipients into jobs, America Works was able to 
mount a controlled experimental study on ex-offenders who were recently released from 
prison. The study shows that work led to a 20% reduction in the recidivism to crime and 
prison for nonviolent offenders [inaudible] to the public for these modest program costs 
are estimated to be over $200,000 for each person we served. These results are significant 
with major policy implications for states who are working to substantially reduce the cost 
of prison and crime as well as the cost of prison to the federal government. In closing, I 
would argue strongly that Food Stamp Employment Programs, which were in the original 
welfare reform legislation, there was always a requirement that the Food Stamp Programs 
phase in over the course of the first number of years so that there was a mandated 
employment program and those should be continued. Although it was required under the 
law and we have offices in different states around the country. The only location where we 
found substantial contracts with the Food Stamp population was in New York City. Most of 
our other geographical areas when we asked them about this said they had used the Food 
Stamp employment funds to offset staff and existing government costs at the state and local 
levels. With little or no federal oversight from the Department of Agriculture too little has 
been done and it’s our hope that the new National Food Stamp Demonstration and 
Employment Programs will show real promise of getting Food Stamp recipients to seek 
employment.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you Dr. Bowes, we appreciate it. Am I talking loud enough that 
you can hear us because we’ll probably have some questions?  
 
Bowes: Okay.  
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Commissioner: I think it’s very unfortunate that New York was not one of the ten 
pilot states selected because I know the city and the state had collectively applied for 
one of the pilot grants and it’s unfortunate but I think you’re right that there will be 
learning from those based on the evaluation and that’ll be good to know. I certainly 
have appreciated the work. My first question is, I mean, you know that when people 
go to work, they also can attach themselves, when they’re able to work, they can 
attach themselves to a significant amount of other federal and state benefits and I 
think, if I’m correct, you’ve used that, also, as a tool to show people side-by-side how 
much better off they would be with receiving EITC federally and the state EITC and 
maintaining some level of SNAP benefits. Has that been a helpful tool with working 
with populations?  
 
Bowes: Yes, it is. We always do the cost benefit analysis. It’s very easy if it’s a Food Stamp 
only case but, you know, so one of the things that we’ve seen is a hesitancy from employers 
and this isn’t just in New York but in our other offices, as well, to provide enough hours so 
that people can actually leave some of these benefit programs. There’s an increasing 
dependence on them because of companies tell us that they don’t want to have 30 hours a 
week of work because then they’re required to spend an additional $5,000.00 to $8,000.00, 
$9,000.00 for healthcare benefits under the Obamacare Law, so there we’re seeing fewer 
companies providing those benefits and fewer companies providing those additional hours. 
So there is more dependency on some of these programs like EITC and Food Stamps and 
other transitional [inaudible].  
 
Commissioner: Other questions?  
 
Commissioner: Go ahead.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much for your testimony. I wanted to ask a little bit 
about the quality of the jobs that America Works helps clients get into.  
 
Bowes: Okay.  
 
Commissioner: Because I think that issue of— 
 
Bowes: By quality, you mean hourly rates?  
 
Commissioner: Yes, I mean, hourly rates, the amount of hours, and the types of 
benefits that the companies provide because we heard a testimony from a person 
beforehand, I’m not sure if you were able to hear it, about a person who would like to 
be able to increase her hours so that she could be able to pay rent or not have to 
trade off paying for food or paying for rent. Can you talk a little bit about the track 
record of America Works? What are some of the exciting solutions that America 
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Works can promote that have to do with making sure the families that they are 
assisting are actually getting not just simply employed but employed with a type of 
job that has a good amount of hours and good pay and good benefits?  
 
Bowes: Well, that’s what we’re, we work to do all the time. We can’t affect the minimum 
wage or the hours that employers give our people. However, we only get paid if someone 
gets a job and stays on the job and my staff would tell you no matter where we’re located 
that it doesn’t pay for them to put someone into a job that they can’t maintain and don’t 
maintain. So we’re always looking for those employers who pay more and hourly rates are 
right now about $11.50 an hour, which is above minimum wage, although in San Francisco, 
we’re placing ex-offenders into jobs that pay $15.00 an hour because they have a mandated 
minimum wage that’s much higher than the rest of the country and we’re finding that 
increasingly cities are creating higher minimum wages than states or federal governments, 
which is something I don’t believe has really been done until the past year or two. So we 
have most of the money that we make is on the retention of someone for 6 months, so 
there’s a disincentive for us to place them into jobs that are not paying full-time and good 
wages and have a good corporate culture. So constantly I hear from staff, I just had a 
meeting with seniors, what we call corporate reps, they’re our case managers. They were 
talking about how they refused to allow the sales staff to place them at, you know, these 
dollar stores around the country because they said the wages aren’t good. The hours aren’t 
good. So the staff doesn’t place them there, even though the company is constantly coming 
and asking, where a company like Fresh Direct is making a commitment to 40 hours plus 
benefits and, you know, we now have hundreds of people working there. Right now it’s 
really a job seekers market. We have a lot more selection because companies have lots of 
openings and they’re fighting for employees.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: I want to follow up a little bit on that. Lee, this is Robert Doar and 
thank you for your testimony and for your work over these many years in helping 
people get employment and also, move up the economic ladder. This hours issue 
really does concern me. I heard a lot about it down in the southeast earlier, a couple 
weeks ago. Is this a new thing where employers of a lot of entry level employees are 
limiting hours at below 30?  
 
Bowes: You know, I have seen it as a new thing having done this for 31 years. 
Unfortunately, I’ve only done the same thing for 31 years, so I see a bigger percentage. If I 
go 10 years ago to America Works, the number of placements, 40-plus hours was about 
95% and right now companies are, you know, committing to give us 30 to 40 hours and 
then what we’re finding as people start their jobs, they’re starting them at, you know, 5 
hours, 7 hours, saying they have to test them out and move up. I mean, the argument in the 
past was always the companies didn’t want more employees because it’s more headache to 
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have more part-time employees than to have good full-time employees but I do think 
there’s a financial disincentive for companies to make the commitment to full-time when 
they have to bear this additional costs, whether it’s, you know, how that gets played out 
nationally because I’m not seeing it in the initial studies but we’re seeing it more this year 
and I think the way the law, the Obamacare Law went into effect, we’re seeing it a lot in 
Wisconsin was that this was the year where penalties would be levied really until 2015, I’m 
not sure companies took it that seriously, so we didn’t see it as a major problem. Again, I 
just talked with staff about this yesterday and that’s what they were telling me they’re 
hearing from the companies.  
 
Commissioner: Right, so and then the other question is if you had someone who was 
a Food Stamp only recipient and declines to seek TANF assistance, was able-bodied, 
maybe have some children in the household, and you were able to offer them the 
help in finding a job, wouldn’t you be able to help them increase their income and 
have greater economic security or less poverty in their household?  
 
Bowes: Absolutely, I mean, the able-bodied people who are on the Food Stamp Program I 
have never met one who didn’t want to go to work. I mean, I know that [inaudible] TV show 
where some dude who was surfing, you know, was taking advantage of Food Stamps but 
that was not what I saw.  
 
Commissioner: Right, so you have this, you built up this entire enterprise, this entire 
program, the TANF and it’s sitting there— 
 
Bowes: We were able to find them really good jobs and opportunities.  
 
Commissioner: —right, and sitting there ready and able and willing to help people 
but isn’t being utilized to the full extent to help the most people it could.  
 
Bowes: That’s correct. I totally concur. Well, you ran the program.  
 
Commissioner: I have one last question.  
 
Bowes: What is it? And I never fully understood, number one, why the Department of 
Agriculture did what they did because we were just, you know, they came to see us, we 
were always elected because we have the largest Food Stamp Program. I also didn’t 
understand why the new administration just cut it out. They never gave us an explanation.  
 
Commissioner: Right, so now let me ask you a question about requirements. One of 
the things that comes up a lot is that SNAP is an entitlement and it’s the last 
entitlement and we should protect its entitlement status and not impose firm work 
requirements that will be unforgiving if someone can’t find a job. And now I had a 
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sense that in programs that help people get jobs, that there’s, that it’s not all that cut 
and dry. There could be an engagement requirement. There could be an expectation 
or a required referral. There could be a process whereby applicants or recipients of 
a benefit could be expected or encouraged to participate in a program like yours and, 
but if a job can’t be found then that wouldn’t necessarily lead to a case closure or a 
sanction but there would be at least some expectation that we’re trying to move 
toward employment. Can you see a— 
 
Bowes: That’s absolutely correct and, you know, there are all kinds of appeal processes and 
we see very few cases actually closed for not trying because even when we know someone 
isn’t attempting, like in Wisconsin, we’ve had this discussion with the Secretary, the way in 
which the appeal process works, despite whatever is on [inaudible] there’s always a way 
for people to keep their benefits going and so the intent of, in my experience, and TANF was 
always that if you’re not at least trying, you’re going to lose that benefit. I haven’t seen very 
many cases in which that happened but having the [inaudible] of saying, “You’ve got to get 
out there. You’ve got to start looking,” does engage a huge percentage of people who would 
just stay home and not look for work. In one of our offices in New York, the Commissioner 
has a new quote/unquote policy where no one has to kind of commit to look for work. They 
get exempted from it. I have taken a tour, this is in Far Rockaway, Queens, about 6 weeks 
ago, went to the office and there was no one in the office looking for work. I was like, “What 
the heck is going on,” and they said, “Well, this is an experiment, you know, we were 
selected to be this particular office to allow people to not have to come into the office,” and 
so what we’re seeing is there’s a group of people who will stay home. They’re discouraged. 
They don’t think anyone wants to hire them but by coming in, they see other people who 
look like them getting work and they begin to get motivated and, you know, so out of the 
motivated people, which is maybe a ⅓ to 50%, you have another group of people that 
question whether or not they really want to go to work, and by having them just show up, 
they get excited. They get interested and that may be an additional 20% of people and so I 
was curious how that’s affected performance and of course, it has affected our 
performance.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you, do you have more questions?  
 
Commissioner: No.  
 
Commissioner: Lee, appreciate very much and understand your inability to join us 
today. Good luck with the times. Thanks for the written testimony. Melissa sent it 
onto me and we’ll make it part of the public record.  
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Bowes: Thank you so much and I wish you all the best because this is a very important 
issue, especially right now.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Appreciate it.  
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JANET POPPENDIECK 
POLICY DIRECTOR, NEW YORK CITY FOOD POLICY CENTER 

 
Commissioner: One of the nice things is to reacquaint with someone that you used to 
work with like 15-20 years ago and haven’t seen in a long time and it’s great to see 
Janet Poppendieck here. Janet is the Policy Director of the New York City Food Policy 
Center. She’s a Professor Emeritus at Hunter College, this is the University of New 
York and has done copious research on hunger and food security, food insecurity 
and we’re delighted you could join us today, thanks.  
 
Poppendieck: Well, thank you for inviting me and it really is an honor to have an 
opportunity to testify before this hearing of the National Commission on Hunger. I took a 
look at your mandate and you have my sympathy. [Laughter] It’s a very tough order. I have 
essentially three things I want to say and the first relates to the part of your mandate that 
has to do with making more effective use of existing programs and that has to do with 
moving toward universal free school lunches. The second has to do with the part of your 
mandate about public/private partnerships and I want to express some cautions about 
public/private partnerships and the expectations that are sometimes generated for them 
and the third goes beyond your mandate and that is that I think you may want to think 
about a White House conference on food and hunger. Okay, so let me start with school 
meals. The current school lunch program and breakfast program make enormous 
contributions to preventing and alleviating childhood hunger in the United States but they 
can and must do much more. I am particularly concerned about two groups of students. 
The first is those who are not eligible for free or reduced priced meals but cannot afford the 
full price meal and the second are those who are in fact eligible but are not making full use 
of the program.  
 
So talking first about the students who are in need but not eligible, too often youngsters 
who come from families with incomes just over the reduced price cutoff simply don’t eat. 
We have images of brown bag lunches sent from home but the reality is that those are few 
and far between in the United States these days and we have a lot of youngsters who pick 
something up at the corner store on the way to school and try and get through the lunch 
hour with it. School meal income eligibility standards in the United States except for Alaska 
and Hawaii are uniform but the cost of living varies dramatically. The cutoff for reduced 
priced meals currently $25,727.00 for a family of three may be reasonable in Albany, 
Georgia, where the cost of living index stands at 90.1 of the national average but a family 
with the same income may be struggling here in Albany, New York, where the COLI is 108.1 
and would certainly be struggling in my hometown of Brooklyn where it’s 181.7. Okay, the 
cost of living vary dramatically from location to location. Congress long ago recognized the 
impact of cost of living differentials by creating separate much higher standards for Alaska 
and Hawaii but Congress has not been doing its homework lately, at least not on this issue. 
Costs in Boston, LA, San Francisco, San Diego, and at least three of the five boroughs of New 
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York City exceed those of virtually all Alaska cities. Setting aside the fairness issue and I do 
believe there’s a fairness issue here, maybe back when we didn’t have computer technology 
and could not have reasonably varied the cutoff standards, maybe it wasn’t a fairness issue 
but now we have that capacity but setting aside the fairness issue, the result is that in high 
cost of living areas, millions of school children cannot afford the lunches that are subsidized 
by taxpayers and commodity donations on their behalf.  
 
The last Child Nutrition Reauthorization, the Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act, actually 
intensified this problem by requiring that the price for a so-called paid or full price meals, 
which of course are not full price but are modestly subsidized by the federal government 
that they rise gradually until the total from all sources, so that would be the small federal 
subsidy, whatever residual state subsidy there is, and the child or family’s out of pocket 
cost until that reaches the level of the full reimbursement for free meals. There were equity 
issues there. The proponents of this change reasoned that if you weren’t charging enough 
for lunch so that all the contributions equaled the cost of free meals then essentially the 
free meal kids were subsidizing the meals for people who were above the cutoff and you 
can make that argument but the effect is to exclude more and more kids who just can’t 
afford to pay the price for the school meal as that price rises. As I said up front and will say 
again, I think the solution to this is to move toward a universal free program and I think the 
community eligibility program is a crucial step in that direction. Even in moderate or low 
cost living areas, we have known for a long time that families with incomes up to twice the 
poverty level face very high rates of material hardships. To put this in context, I want to say 
that any cutoff, any threshold that is derived from the federal poverty line is gradually 
eroding in terms of its real relationship to how people lead their lives in the United States. 
The officially poor are further and further from the needy. Okay, because as the cost of 
living adjustments take place annually but we don’t make changes for the standard of 
living, so now if you want to get a job, you better have access to Internet technology to the 
modern communications that weren’t even part of the picture back when [inaudible] 
figured the USDA study that ⅓ of income would go for food.  
 
So all of the standards that are derived for this, including the capacity of SNAP recipients to 
purchase, to spend 30% of their disposable income on food are eroding gradually over time 
but having said that, we know from studies of hardship that the cutoff is not 185% of 
poverty. This is why Congress permits states to use higher income eligibility ceilings for the 
Children’s Health Insurance Program. In fact the average state CHIP ceiling is 241% of the 
federal poverty line and in nineteen states and the District of Columbia it’s three times the 
federal poverty line. Why would we not implement a similarly inclusive standard for access 
to the healthy meals that can reduce the need for costly medical care? One final note about 
eligibility standards derived from the poverty line, they are very blunt instruments, okay. 
They are suitable for looking at large data batches and seeing if poverty has risen over the 
past two years or decreased but as a basis for assessing the need of an individual family for 
any particular program, there are lots of type 1 and type 2 errors, you know. If my father, if 
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I’m a preacher’s kid and we live in the parsonage for free, the income may be below the 
threshold and I may qualify for reduced priced meals or free meals but I may not need it 
nearly as much as a neighbor who is paying an exaggerated rent or who has work expenses 
or who may be paying off an education loan. These are very blunt instruments. If our goal is 
to make sure that children go into the crucial afternoon hours of school well fed and ready 
to learn, we shouldn’t be using a cutoff based approach. In a fully means tested program 
like SNAP, there are various deductions and adjustments to income that help take into 
account regional disparities like the housing prices or heating costs and family variations 
like childcare costs or work expenses. Schools, however, were never set up to administer a 
means test and they are singularly ill-equipped to do so. Part of the genius of the 
community eligibility program is that the means testing is done by agencies that are able to 
do it. It seems to me that [inaudible] already for this Commission should be the protection 
and expansion of CEP and I say protection because it’s clear to me, I’ve been doing a lot of 
looking back over the whole history of domestic food assistance in the United States and 
it’s clear to me that whenever a provision engenders a noticeable rise in expenditure, it also 
engenders a certain hostility in parts of Congress.  
 
So I think we have to protect CEP. Let’s turn to those children who are eligible but do not 
eat. I don’t have a national estimate but I can tell you that in New York City on an average 
school day about 250,000 or ⅓ of the income eligible youngsters fail to participate in 
school lunch. There are many reasons why students who are income eligible do not eat 
them. They may not have a lunch period at an appropriate time. They may be afraid of the 
cafeteria or the stairwells leading to it. The lunch period may be too short to allow them to 
get through the line and consume the meal. They may dislike the food. The reduced price 
kids may not have the 25¢, well, in New York City that’s no longer an issue but the 40¢ in 
most situations but those who have closely observed school lunches generally report that 
stigma is the major factor. In too many schools as one UC Santa Cruz student explained to 
me, quote, “The cafeteria was for the poor kids. The food there was gross. The kids who did 
not eat in the cafeteria were embarrassed to go into it during lunch for fear that others 
would think they were getting a free or discount lunch.” In the early elementary school 
grades it’s mostly not an issue but as kids become socially aware and begin that process of 
ranking themselves vis a vis their peers that really characterized, I think, the heart of the 
middle school experience, they don’t want to be lumped with the poor kids and too many of 
them don’t eat or again get by on that bag of chips from the corner store. The stigma then 
infects the food itself, the attitudes of kids toward the food and it becomes a major vector 
for bullying and we have a lot of reports and you’ll see a footnote in my testimony that can 
lead you to that.  
 
In New York City, the Lunch for Learning campaign to make school lunch free citywide was 
very frustrated when the Mayor and the Chancellor decided to implement CEP only in our 
freestanding middle schools. We had hopes that we were going to achieve the goal of 
universal in New York but there’s a modest civil, silver lining here, which is that by 
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implementing universal free in only the middle schools, we have a kind of natural 
experiment and we can report that participation with virtually no publicity is up 8% in 
those freestanding middle schools, whereas it remained level or declined in both 
elementary schools and high schools. So with the reason there was so little publicity is 
because they couldn’t do it for the K through 8 middle school kids or the 6 through 12 
middle school kids but only in the freestanding and so they couldn’t find a way to advertise 
this citywide and get the word out. There wasn’t too, it’s an additional 10,000 meals a day, 
okay, an additional 10,000 kids a day in New York City in those freestanding middle schools 
are eating school lunch who weren’t eating school lunch last year. We think that this is very 
hopeful. The Mayor has characterized these results as nix, we think the Mayor doesn’t, 
hasn’t spent enough time in school cafeterias to understand what a big jump that is in one 
year. I won’t, I’m a little concerned about my time here but I want to say that around the 
nation where school systems have implemented CEP citywide, the results are generally 
glowing.  
 
I think particularly of Betty Wiggins, who is the Food Service Director in Detroit, who says 
that her sharpest increase has been in the vo-tech high schools where virtually everyone 
was eligible in the first place and the only explanation she could think of is a reduction in 
the stigma. This is the National Commission on Hunger and not the National Commission 
on Healthy Lifestyles or the National Commission on Effective Education but I do want to 
say that there will be enormous collateral benefit from moving to a universal free. We know 
our kids need to learn more about whole foods, healthy foods, healthy eating, and if we, if 
school lunch were integrated into the school day, if it finally became a part of education, we 
would be able to build curricula that do that. I said I would talk a little bit about 
public/private partnerships and what I really want to say is beware of the language of 
public/private partnerships. It’s very seductive. Okay, it sounds great. I don’t know if you 
might have seen the graphic that Bread for the World recently put out that shows 24 pantry 
bags or food bags showing that only one out of 24 is from the charitable section and the 
other 23 are all public programs.  
 
The visibility and the emotional resonance of charitable food programs far exceeds their 
capacity and their volume and I know you had testimony from food bankers earlier this 
morning. I am not hearing from food bankers that they are revved up and ready to go to 
double and triple their capacity. They feel that they are at the edges of what they can do. So 
I just want to say there’s an enormous visibility factor for charitable food because they 
raise their resources by interaction with the public, you know. We can tee off against 
hunger and we can swim laps against hunger and we can bring a can to the concert and we 
do all sorts of things that make us feel better and relieve the distress but they are really a 
small player. Do I have time to read you, am I running out?  
 
Commissioner: You’re fine.  
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Commissioner: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: Is she running out?  
 
Commissioner: She’s not running out. You have the time.  
 
Poppendieck:  Oh.  
 
Commissioner: We’re giving you the time.  
 
Poppendieck:  Okay, good, okay.  
 
Commissioner: You are running out but we’re giving you the time. [Laughter] 
 
Poppendieck: Oh, good, oh, thank you, no, I just couldn’t help but think about Christine 
Vladimiroff, who was the CEO of Second Harvest, what’s now known as Feeding America, 
the National Food Bank Network. When I was doing my research on emergency food in the 
United States and she was addressing the contract with America folks at a press conference 
and this is what she said, she said, “Part of the solution to hunger calls for partnerships 
between the business and charitable sectors and it counts on the generous giving and 
volunteering by individuals but crucial to the effort is the key role played by the public and 
government sector.” Yes, charities do a great job. We are efficient and effective. We are 
close to the people we serve. We are local grass roots responses of neighbor feeding 
neighbor. It seems to us that the government can and should look to charities for 
leadership. We can tell you what works well, what doesn’t work and what might work 
better. We can show you how to cut out waste and how to have a flat efficient 
administration with resources reaching people in need. We can provide you with models of 
success that can be duplicated. What we will not do, what we cannot do is concur with 
those who call for government to cut programs that provide hungry Americans with access 
to food.  
 
Finally, I just want to say I, when you invited me to testify, I looked back over other hunger 
commissions. Of course, the Citizens Commission on Hunger and Malnutrition [inaudible] 
in the United States in the late ’60s made a huge contribution to raising consciousness but 
the last national one that I could find was Reagan’s Task Force and they concluded that 
subclinical malnutrition and hunger were not measurable and therefore put out the 
challenge to advocates that resulted eventually in the Household Food Security Survey and 
in the remarkable collaborative development process that went into creating that, but in 
these kind of iterations of history over time, I think the annual hunger numbers now 
perhaps contribute to a little bit of numbing, a kind of dulling down and so I think you, as 
the National Hunger Commission, need to do something to kick this up a notch. I was struck 
by your question about President Obama’s commitment to end childhood hunger by 2015 



 

 

67 
 

and where did it go and where’s our visible outrage or protest that it sank to the bottom of 
the pile and so a White House conference might be one possible solution or step to bring 
this to greater attention.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you so much, Janet. Do you have questions?  
 
Commissioner: Sure, I do. I’m very pleased to hear about some of your testimony on 
school breakfast and school lunch and the School Nutrition Association has sent us 
mixed messages or sent the American public mixed messages about the quality of 
school breakfast and lunch and I’m wondering if you have some insight into the 
quality of school breakfast and lunch and the cost that’s associated with improving 
the quality or keeping the current quality that we have right now?  
 
Poppendieck:  Okay, well, I want to say that I think the quality has been steadily improving 
in many communities. My work tends to be national in scope and I visit lots of communities 
and I’ve seen a lot more lunches that I would choose to eat [laughter] than I used to and I 
think this is partly due to the new nutrition standards and I think it’s partly due to the 
attention that school food has been receiving. You know, there was a long while where it 
was kind of a black box and principals didn’t want to hear what was going on in the 
cafeteria. The kids went in and they came out the other end and I think there’s still a long 
way to go on principals taking responsibility for school food in their schools and I would 
urge it be one of the factors on which principals are rated, participation in school food but 
setting that aside, I think that a new generation of very committed, very creative, very 
energetic young people are being drawn into school food. I don’t know if you’ve seen the 
food corps folks but they’re terrific. So I think there’s hope, a reason for hope on the 
nutrition standards point of view. I am not as dismissive of the SNA’s concerns as are many 
advocates and my colleagues, whom I admire and this comes from having spent so much 
time in school kitchens and with food service directors.  
 
Any one size fits all prescription has some perverse outcomes and I would love to 
eventually see us rethink the way we protect the quality of school food because I think any 
of these step-by-step prescriptions are going to have some backfire but having said that, I 
think that the evidence is in that most communities are able to implement these new 
standards and most kids get used to them. So I think the quality is improving and when I 
argue for universal free school meals, I believe the quality will continue to improve for 
multiple reasons. One is because if we are feeding everybody as part of the school day, we’ll 
have more parents with more clout concerned about what’s being served there but 
secondly, because there will be savings. Joel mentioned some of the kinds of savings in the 
paperwork size but there’s also, you know, the salary of the food service director gets 
amortized over the number of meals that are served. So that’s a cost that reduces the 



 

 

68 
 

overhead, in a sense, of school meals, reduces as participation increases. So you can free up 
more money for better food by serving a large proportion to the kids and this is what I’m 
hearing from the communities that have implemented CEP citywide is that they have more 
money for food and they’re serving better meals and kids are enjoying them more.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Well, you know, candidly, given the way the meals are constructed 
now, if people did participate to the full extent allowed, we’d bear these costs, 
anyway. So I mean, in reality that’s a good point. I do have to ask you one question 
that we’ve asked others, just your opinion, I mean, we, every USDA program we have, 
WIC, school meals, all focus on quality and WIC has a very clearly regulated health-
related food package and the SNAP Program does not and so, you know, even just 
limiting the notion to the issue of sugar-sweetened beverages that clearly have such 
linkage to childhood obesity, diabetes, juvenile diabetes. What is your sense of why 
we should continue to allow public money, contrary to public health issues, to be 
spent on items such as that?  
 
Poppendieck: Well, I wouldn’t run prohibition for sugar-sweetened beverages, maybe 
that’s an overstatement but I am not a fan of the sugar-sweetened beverage industry. I’d 
love to see us tax advertising because it generates the need for counter-advertising to undo 
some of the damage it does. I mean, when I say, “Tax advertising,” I think specifically for 
unhealthy products. I share the advocates’ long distaste for singling out SNAP recipients as 
the one group of people who should not be able to exercise the full range of choices that are 
out there and this comes partly from a historical perspective, that SNAP was, in fact, a 
replacement for the commodity distribution and was intended to mainstream the 
experience of poor people so that they became consumers and that’s a very valued role in 
this society. I, also, think that it would work very poorly at the checkout counter at the 
store level but I would be happy and many people disagree with me but I would be happy 
to see a substantial tax on sugar-sweetened beverages. I do believe that sugar-sweetened 
beverages and similar foods impose costs on the society and I think we would be justified 
as long as it isn’t just the SNAP recipients because— 
 
Commissioner: You know, interestingly, I find a certain irony in that. I tend to have 
mixed feelings about this issue but for instance, there are already restrictions on the 
SNAP Program and we know what they are. You can’t buy any nonfood products. You 
can’t buy alcohol, tobacco, and you can’t interestingly enough buy prepared food and 
yet, quite on a Friday quite often my wife and I will get a prepared chicken. So it 
seems odd to me that we would underwrite the purchase of sugar-sweetened 
beverages that lead to all these public health issues and we don’t allow families to 
buy, so I’m not sure I agree with you that at the register it would be difficult and I’m 
not sure families would be perfectly capable and maybe we’d learn something in 
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whether they simply substituted their own dollars to continue the same buying 
patterns but because contrary to all of our public health issues, so.  
 
Commissioner: I have just three questions. First of all, I envy you. You live in 
Brooklyn. I used to live in Brooklyn. I miss Brooklyn and I was wondering what was 
the name of the school that you talked to the parent coordinator at?  
 
Poppendieck:  IS88. 
 
Commissioner: Which is where?  
 
Poppendieck:  It is on 19th Street and right off of 2nd Avenue, 7th Avenue.  
 
Commissioner: 7th, so it’s— 
 
Poppendieck: Right, just cattycornered from Greenwood Cemetery.  
 
Commissioner: Got it, okay, thanks very much, not far from Bishop Ford. The same 
question was were you talking about the current Mayor and Chancellor or the former 
Mayor and Chancellor?  
 
Poppendieck: No, this is the current Mayor and Chancellor.  
 
Commissioner: And what did, can you give me some idea of what was their concern 
because it sounds like they’re representing some interests or concern about going 
universal? What is the issue that they are really worried about?  
 
Poppendieck: Okay, so I’ll tell you as best we know. First off, I have to say that I think the 
Chancellor doesn’t fully understand the program. She said some things at the education 
committee budget hearing that made me think she didn’t understand the mechanism of 
federal per meal reimbursement but, you know, she has a budget person who presumably 
does. There were two concerns that were articulated. One was in New York City there’s 
always been a pretty hefty chunk of tax levy funds that goes to make up, to make, school 
food does not break even in New York City.  
 
Commissioner: Okay.  
 
Poppendieck:  And so I think there was a feeling that if we went universal, the total amount 
would increase that the city would need to put in. Our estimate was not by more than $20 
million, which, you know, you can say that adds up but that’s such a drop in the bucket of 
the multibillion dollar food school budget but the other thing is, too, with the allocation of 
Title I funds within the city, the total amount of Title I funds that come into New York are 
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determined by census data, okay, the distribution among municipalities but within the city 
of New York, the distribution of Title I funds has been based on the numbers of kids who 
are free and reduced price eligible as determined by the parental forms and the fear was 
that if we or the fear has been expressed that if we go universal, parents wouldn’t turn in 
the alternate form, the income form, and that they would have no basis for allocating the 
funds among the schools. It’s complicated by the fact that they use a different cutoff for 
Staten Island and Queens than they use for Bronx and in Brooklyn.  
 
Commissioner: So it was a budgetary concern as opposed to a flow or educational or 
curriculum issue or flow in the school?  
 
Poppendieck: Yes, yes, I think it was that these were— 
 
Commissioner: And then on the last just a little, did the administration propose 
different cost of living adjustments for different parts of the country in the last Child 
Nutrition Reauthorization or, you know, and have they ever proposed universal?  
 
Poppendieck:  No.  
 
Commissioner: No? So it’s not just Congress that hasn’t done its homework, it’s the 
administration, as well?  
 
Poppendieck: Yes, yes, that’s fair enough. I will say that universal has been the goal 
articulated by many people since very early, since 1946 and was always the position of the 
American School Food Service Association and then the School Nutrition Association and 
when I started talking to people about universal, I was shy about it because it seemed a 
radical kind of thing and what have you but every food service director I talked to said, “Oh, 
that would make so much more sense.” This is really crazy.  
 
Commissioner: That’s a good point. Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much. We appreciate it.  
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ANGELA RACHIDI 
RESEARCH FELLOW, AMERICAN ENTERPRISE INSTITUTE 

 
Commissioner: Robert, can I defer to you to introduce Angela?  
 
Commissioner: Sure, our next witness is Angela Rachidi. Angela spent, I think, 10 
years or something like 10 years working at the agency I used to work at, the New 
York City Human Resources Administration. She left there as the Deputy 
Commissioner for Research and Evaluation and just recently she began at the 
American Enterprise Institute as a Research Fellow based in New York City. Angela, 
we’re glad to have you. Thank you for being here.  
 
Rachidi: Thank you. So Co-chair Chilton, Co-chair Doar, Commissioner member Sykes, 
thank you for the opportunity to testify this afternoon to the National Commission on 
Hunger. I appreciate the opportunity to discuss very low food security among some of our 
nation’s households and how to address it. As Robert just mentioned, my name is Angela 
Rachidi. I’m currently a Research Fellow in Poverty Studies at American Enterprise 
Institute or AEI. At AEI I studied various issues related to poverty and low income. I 
primarily focus on how work and work-related supports influence poverty. I recently 
joined the AEI, as Robert again mentioned, after spending almost a decade working for the 
New York City Human Resources Administration or HRA. In the past six of which I served 
as the Deputy Commissioner for Policy Research and Evaluation and as you know, HRA is 
the city’s main social service agency, administering the SNAP, as well as emergency food 
program, along with other income support programs. So during my time at HRA I 
conducted various studies, a number of studies of SNAP and how it affected New York City 
households. I experienced firsthand how SNAP is administered in a large city, like New 
York, and I’ve extensive knowledge on the eligibility process and requirements, as well as 
how families experience it. I spent a number of days in SNAP offices observing interviews, 
talking with recipient households through data collections, so I do have a rich sense of the 
experience that these families receive.  
 
My comments today draw from that experience and focus on households with very low 
food security and how to address it. So there’s basically four points that I would like to 
make. First, that SNAP is largely adequate to meet the food needs of households if they 
participate in it. Number two, we need better ways to target low income households that 
experience an economic shock that may require immediate food assistance, whether that 
assistance is temporary or ongoing. Number three, we need broader antipoverty efforts 
that reduce work/income disruptions that likely contribute to very low food security 
experiences. And four, we need much better data on the causes of very low food security, 
including the relationship between very low food security, work, work income disruptions, 
and food assistance program participation. Before I discuss these specific points, I want to 
review some key data points from the household food security in the United States in 2013 
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report, which I know everyone is familiar with but I wanted to pull out a few key points. As 
you know, very low food security refers to households that have a disruption in food intake 
or reduce their food consumption because of a lack of resources. Fortunately, the number 
and percentage of households with very low food security in the US is low. In 2013 5.6% of 
households experienced very low food security at some point during the year. And among 
children in these households very low food security was almost nonexistent. Even though 
this is good news, it should not diminish the concern for the 6.8 million households in the 
United States that do experience very low food security. A reduction or disruption in food 
intake due to a lack of resources can be very traumatic for families, even if the children are 
shielded from it. Therefore, let me review some key data points on these households that 
informed my recommendations for reducing it. First, among core households, the vast 
majority, 81.5% do not have very low food security. Suggesting that our Food Assistance 
Programs adequately address very low food security among most poor households. Almost 
90% of households with annual income under 130% of the federal, official federal poverty 
measure who experienced very low food security received SNAP in the previous 12 
months, which means that only 10% did not receive SNAP in the previous 12 months and 
this suggests to me that the reach of the program is large. Households with very low food 
security are not all in poverty. In fact, almost ⅓ have annual incomes above 130% of the 
federal poverty level and 20% have annual incomes above 185% of the federal poverty 
level. This highlights an important dynamic among very low food security households and 
suggests that many of them are not chronically poor or without resources for the entire 
year. And finally, households with very low food security spend on average $37.50 per 
person per month on food, the same, actually, as households with low food security but 
$12.50 less than food secure households. This suggests to me there are resources in 
households with very low food security.  
 
In addition, a good deal of research has been conducted on the causes of food insecurity, 
which I will just briefly review for context. According to a review of this research by Craig 
Gundersen and James Ziliak in 2014 food insecurity and in most cases, very low food 
security is correlated with poor relative maternal mental and physical health, so poor 
health among the mothers, drug use, and family composition, including single mother and 
nonresident father households. Much of this is not surprising given that these factors are 
also correlated with lower work levels. In terms of triggers into food insecurity, again, not 
surprisingly research finds that household composition changes, income changes, and the 
deterioration of a mother’s mental or physical health triggers episodes of food insecurity. 
The data and the research I’ve just reviewed suggests a few important considerations when 
thinking about policies designed to lower very low food security. First, as I mentioned, the 
data suggests to me that our food assistance programs are appropriately targeting those 
with very low food security. With only 10% of households with very low food security not 
participating in SNAP, this suggests that SNAP is reaching those most in need. Some might 
argue that this means SNAP is inadequate to meet the needs of the 90% of households that 
receive it. However, I would caution against interpreting the data this way. It is very 
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possible that these households entered SNAP after experiencing a disruption in food and 
SNAP prevented further disruption. There is no way to know from the survey data the 
sequence of food disruptions and SNAP participation.  
 
My research at HRA, my previous research at HRA, suggests that SNAP is largely adequate 
for most participating households. At HRA we conducted an analysis of SNAP benefit 
redemptions among participating households. We analyzed the percent of the total 
monthly benefit that was redeemed each week and found that the majority of households 
spend their benefits throughout the month, rather than exhausting them within the first 
week and many had some benefits left over at the end of the month. Specifically, we found 
that by the end of the third week, after the benefit issuances 44% of SNAP households had 
not yet exhausted their benefits, meaning they had, we define that as meaning they had 
$5.00 or more left on their EBT cards. And by the end of week four, when most received 
another monthly benefit, 30% had more than $5.00 left on their card. Considering that 
many households shop for a week or two of food, we concluded that the SNAP benefit 
amounts appeared largely adequate for most households, although clearly not all based on 
these redemption patterns. Had we found that most families exhausted their benefits in the 
first week, we would’ve had much different conclusions.  
 
Second, the data suggests to me and the research largely confirms that very low food 
security is a temporary situation for most households that experience it and likely results 
from a temporary economic shock. For example, a sizable proportion, 32%, as I mentioned 
earlier, of households with very low food security have annual incomes above 130% of 
poverty. The federal government has done some research on this. A 2002 report found that 
this was not due to a measurement error, that some of these families either had household 
composition changes during the time of the survey or they experienced an economic shock. 
The latter two reasons suggests that at least some of these people in these higher income 
households are, in fact, poor based on the household composition changes, while the 
former, the economic shock reasons, suggest that some of these households are poor only 
at some point in time during the year. Higher income households that experience an 
economic shock may not be aware of existing food assistance programs or may not want 
them. Data on the frequency and duration of food insecure conditions further suggests that 
most households that experience these conditions do so in a very limited way. Most 
households with food insecurity in the 30 days prior to the food security survey reported 
that they experienced these issues in only one to seven of the previous 30 days. This does 
not diminish the issue, rather it helps better understand that the level of very low food 
security is fortunately limited and helps inform what can be done about it. Given data 
limitations there’s no way to know from a representative survey perspective whether 
houses that report very low food security experience it while receiving SNAP, prior to 
receiving SNAP, or never received SNAP at all.  
Nevertheless, we can assume that all three scenarios occur. And then in economic shock 
that triggers very low food security can happen in any of these three scenarios. Within this 
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context, I make the following policy recommendation. Developing mechanisms through 
SNAP that allow for immediate and possibly temporary food assistance that helps 
households get through an economic shock should be considered. Ways can be considered 
for those currently receiving and those not receiving SNAP. For those not receiving SNAP at 
the time of the economic shock, developing ways to administer SNAP benefits in a quick 
and possibly temporary way, which streamlines the application process and requirements 
for qualifying households may be appropriate. It is also possible that those who experience 
a temporary economic shock need temporary benefits but not recurring benefits. Making it 
easier for these families to get benefits quickly may minimize the experience of food 
disruptions without requiring ongoing benefits for those who do not need or want them. 
For those who need ongoing benefits, they can continue to apply for those benefits. 
Currently emergency or expedited SNAP benefits are already provided in this manner, 
when a household demonstrates that they have no income or no money on hand for food. 
Using expedited SNAP benefits to help households with food disruptions can address the 
temporary nature of an economic shock when a full application for ongoing benefits is not 
needed or wanted. Clearly, an economic shock can also cause very low food security while a 
household is already receiving SNAP and ways should also be considered to provide 
emergency benefits for households receiving SNAP when this occurs. For example, a SNAP 
receiving household that experiences a job loss should be able to get emergency benefits 
based on their revised income quickly and there should be expedited ways for them to 
access these benefits.  
 
Other ways to increase the use of SNAP for families who need them quickly should also be 
considered. Efforts to share data across programs, such as Medicaid and Unemployment 
Insurance can be explored so that when someone applies for SNAP or these other 
programs, their data can be shared in order to reduce the burden on applicants. Similarly, 
efforts to accurately communicate what is available through SNAP are still needed. The fact 
that SNAP benefits and other food assistance is available when job loss or other income 
changes result in a temporary situation is not in my view communicated very well. There 
has been a great deal of information sharing about the ongoing nature of the program but 
less about the availability of benefits on an emergency or temporary basis. Research we 
conducted at HRA suggested that some households are actually still aware of, still unaware 
of eligibility requirements for SNAP. We conducted three annual surveys and found that 
there were three most, three of the most common, three common reasons why people did 
not participate in SNAP, even though they were likely income eligible. First, respondents 
did not think they were eligible, which to me suggests a lack of knowledge. Two, the 
respondents did not know how to apply or did not understand the eligibility requirements, 
again, suggesting a lack of knowledge. And three, the third most common reason was 
actually the respondents said they did not want SNAP, even though they were eligible. This 
suggests that for those experiencing very low food security information about SNAP 
eligibility rules and how to apply may still be useful. Some may argue that emergency food 
programs are already available to address these economic shocks but the data suggests, the 
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data show that only 35.3% of those with very low food security used food pantries and only 
5.7% used soup kitchens. Unfortunately, it’s not clear whether this is due to a lack of access, 
lack of information, or other reasons, such as stigma. More research is needed to determine 
the reasons. My guess after visiting a number of food pantries in New York City as part of 
my role at HRA is there is a great deal of stigma involved. Expedited SNAP benefits to help 
these households may be preferred because it allows the household to control their food 
purchases and avoids the potential of stigma.  
 
My third point is related to broader efforts that focus on financial security of households as 
it relates to their food security. Food security and very low food security are important 
concepts that deserve attention but for most families, these constructs are the result of a 
broader experience of poverty, not having enough resources for food is the same as not 
having enough resources for living expenses. This does not mean that focusing on food 
insecurity is not important. Instead it means we need to emphasize the food security 
implications of our nation’s antipoverty policies at the same time that we consider our food 
assistance programs as part of these broader efforts. Within this context I would advocate 
for antipoverty policies. I also just want to mention I’m concerned, though, within that 
context about recent proposals to increase the minimum wage because I believe that the 
minimum wage may actually reduce jobs for some of those most vulnerable at the bottom 
of the income distribution. I feel that better strategies are to increase the Earned Income 
Tax Credit or childcare assistance to these families that provide direct resources going into 
the household. Finally, in terms of gaps of knowledge, we need to have a better 
understanding of the causes of very low food security. Understanding the role that work 
and work disruptions, in addition to other income or expenditure changes will better 
inform the appropriate policies to reduce very low food security. Existing survey data tells 
us, fails to tell us definitively whether job loss, changes in household composition, increases 
in other expenses, or similar events create the very low food security experience. Without 
knowing the cause, it is difficult to develop appropriate policy solutions. For example, we 
do not know very much about household participation in SNAP or other food assistance 
programs at the time of the household’s very low food security experience. In addition, we 
do not know very much about how expenditure changes, such as medical expenses or 
housing expenses contribute to very low food security. Better understanding the sequence 
of very low food security, federal program assistance participation, and the specific causes 
would do a great deal to help us develop policies aimed at lowering very low food security. 
And I will end there, thank you and I can respond to any questions that you may have.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: I have a couple. One of them is particularly interesting was the data 
on what remained on the EBT card at the close of, we hear often, as you know, that 
people have exhausted their benefits by the third week. Perhaps a couple of 
questions, when you look at that, were you taking into account just the Food Stamp 
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allotment or were you also looking at the expectation that on paper at least people 
are meant to be supplementing Food Stamps with 30% of their own income?  
 
Rachidi: We only looked at the total Food Stamp allotment. We did do an analysis, however, 
based on the income budgeted on the case, which told us whether they had the full 
allotment or the reduced allotment and we also looked at it based on those who had a full 
allotment versus something else. And we did, you know, there were obvious correlations 
that those that had more benefits seemed to have more benefits left at the end of the 
month. The expectation is that those that have other resources in the household to provide 
for food, they would spend their SNAP dollars first and then use those resources for later in 
the month.  
 
Commissioner: My second question, you pointed out three reasons including two of 
them that, you know, implied lack of knowledge, lack of understanding the 
application process, lack of knowledge of the program. The third one is interesting to 
me because it was people that were eligible but didn’t want the benefit. I wondered, 
you know, for some time I’ve wondered about the transaction costs of people who 
will get a low benefit at the level of SNAP eligibility that they, you know, the old 
theory of the juice isn’t worth the squeeze and that they just don’t want to apply for a 
benefit that’s nominal. And we have not made any decisions on this but one of the 
items that we’ve been discussing is do you think that the possibility for those 
households, some of them elderly, some of them other, of cashing out the benefit 
below a certain level because it might be needed for something else other than food 
as something that would be explored?  
 
Rachidi: I think that that would be a good idea. I should mention we did include that as an 
option on our survey, that the benefit was too low as a reason for not participating in SNAP 
and that was not a very common reason. Although, I do think that that is still a concern and 
it’s mostly a concern among the elderly because they have other income and then their 
benefit level is so low but I agree that I think that if there was better communication about 
the benefit of even that $13.00 or whatever it is a month, that it could still be useful and 
that transaction cost becomes very important because, especially among the elderly. 
They’re not going to go through the ordeal of applying if they only get the $13.00. 
 
Commissioner: Thank you very much for your testimony. It was wonderful to hear 
many of your recommendations. I was very, I wanted to talk about the income shock 
piece, the fluctuation in income and I think that you are onto something and I think it 
is important to remember that people who are experiencing very low food security 
or who report it actually have higher incomes than we might expect. There are some 
interesting papers that have come out of the researchers at the Economic Research 
Service that show that the income volatility of getting a job and then getting a 
reduction in hours or fluctuating hours, unpredictable hours is actually a 



 

 

77 
 

prescription for food insecurity and very low food security. And so one of the things 
that I think is really important is to think about the income shock that happens not 
necessarily when you lose a job but actually if you’re on SNAP benefits and you may 
be working but you actually get a raise at the job or get a better job and therefore 
lose SNAP benefits. So that the loss of public assistance actually is the income shock. 
So you talked about emergency applications, quick turnaround for facilitating that. 
What kinds of recommendations might you have for helping people to make a 
smoother segue out of poverty if their income increases so that they may not lose 
their benefits so quickly?  
 
Rachidi: Well, I guess my first response is that if somebody experiences a raise or increase 
in income, it wouldn’t be an immediate reduction in their SNAP benefits. Likely, it would 
not take place, they are supposed to report it but in practice, likely it’s not going to take 
place until their next recertification period, which does provide some opportunity for sort 
of smoothing that out. But if they did report it that very next day and their benefits did drop 
the very next day, which again is very unlikely to happen, you know, I think that’s a 
concern. I think benefit cliffs in general, not just in SNAP, is a concern and there should be 
broader discussions about how to phase that out a little bit more slowly. I mean, we have 
EITC which phases out slowly but if you have a large enough increase in your earnings, you 
could potentially be, you know, lose a good deal of your benefits immediately and if there 
was sort of a grace period, something like that, but like I said, the way the program is 
actually administered, there is a grace period currently built in.  
 
Commissioner: Okay, and I understand about the issue of in practice people don’t 
often immediately report the increase but if they don’t report the increase, they are 
maybe considered to be participating in fraud from not reporting that and so there is 
a culture of fear if people don’t report it, so I think that it’s important to remember 
that things are a little bit different, like they may sound one way on paper but what’s 
happening in practice is a little bit different but to also keep in mind that that context 
of people feeling like they need to tell the truth and are proud that they have gotten a 
job, so they’re going to report that to their case workers and that that reduction does 
happen and not only, some people consider there’s no cliff in SNAP because of the, 
it’s they’re looking at it in terms of the amount of money that a family is receiving but 
there is research that shows that very low food security increases if a family has an 
increase in income and a loss of benefits. So I think that’s something that’s important 
to look at. One of the other things about this nature of the income volatility, the EITC, 
depending on the state and how that’s administered can actually contribute to that 
income volatility because families may be working in June and July for seasonal work 
but have to wait until January or February when they can get their Earned Income 
Tax Credit back. Can you talk about some other ideas about how to make sure that 
that Earned Income Tax Credit could actually be a smoother distribution for 
families?  
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Rachidi: Sure, you know, there was a previous effort to try to administer EITC benefits in, 
you know, a more regular way and it was actually a complete failure. The businesses didn’t 
want to administer it and the research actually shows that families prefer to get a lump 
sum at the end of tax time because they largely don’t use the EITC for ongoing, you know, 
operating of the household expenses. It’s used to pay down debt. It’s used to, you know, buy 
the television and, you know, there’s quite a bit of research on that. So I would actually, you 
know, I guess based on that research not advocate for more, you know, regular EITC type 
benefits, you know, I think that overwhelmingly families have expressed that they prefer 
that lump sum benefit at the end.  
 
Commissioner: In your testimony when you submit that to us, can you include that 
research?  
 
Rachidi: Sure.  
 
Commissioner: I just wanted to amplify that point, the advanced EITC and this is an 
area I’m really familiar with, was available for many, many years and the take-up 
rate was far less than 10% for the very reasons you promote but I think it was more 
on the recipient side even than the employer side because in a lot of our discussions 
with employers, it only involved a simple ‘nother payroll field and it wasn’t that 
onerous for them.  
 
Commissioner: I have two questions, maybe three. The first is that we’ve seen some 
writings by Bruce Meyer about the underreporting of benefit usage in the surveys 
regarding the CPS Survey and other surveys and not only underreporting but also 
non-response and I’m just curious and I had, Bob [inaudible] reiterated that 
yesterday at a panel discussion I was at and indicated the extent to which people 
don’t say the extent to which they’re receiving benefits and that these surveys are 
becoming less and less reliable. Does any of those findings have any relationship to 
this survey we’re talking about here? And maybe we should ask or see research on 
that but what is your sense of that?  
 
Rachidi: Well, it would have implications on the participation and programs that are on the 
food security survey, so, you know, in terms of participation in SNAP, participation in 
emergency food programs. So that is reported as part of the survey.  
 
Commissioner: Right.  
 
Rachidi: And so the extent that that’s, you know, we know very well that it’s very much 
underreported on the CPS, so the extent and this is part of the CPS, so my guess is it’s, you 
know, the same issue related to this survey. The problem with the food security survey is 
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that the relationship between the program participation and the food security metric, it’s 
really ambiguous. It’s hard to tell really anything about the program and its relation to food 
security. So it may not be as much of an issue just because, you know, it doesn’t tell us a 
whole lot but I would guess that the underreporting is as much of an issue with this 
particular issue as the others.  
 
Commissioner: And then the other thing and I think you mentioned in your 
testimony that there was a percentage of people who report very low food security 
who also report in the course of a survey, they’re asked a direct question about drug 
use? What is that?  
 
Rachidi: No, that was just a review of the research and so they, there was a study done 
using CPS data that you, and it was, sorry, using a data source. It was on food insecurity— 
 
Commissioner: It was from the— 
 
Rachidi: —and that did ask about various things, so that was a different body of research.  
 
Commissioner: Okay.  
 
Commissioner: That was the Ziliac study.  
 
Rachidi: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: And they were associated. It was considered necessarily a cause.  
 
Rachidi: Exactly, right.  
 
Commissioner: Thank you.  
 
Rachidi: Yes.  
 
Commissioner: I didn’t say it was a cause. I just wanted to know where it came from.  
 
Rachidi: Yeah.  
 
Commissioner: And I think that’s it. Thank you.  
 
Commissioner: Angela, thank you so much. I have no more questions. I really 
appreciate you coming up and thanks for being with us.  
 
Rachidi: Thank you.  
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Commissioner: Thank you very much.  
 
Commissioner: We are, Mary, logistics or anything for— 
 
Unidentified: We’re adjourning for a moment.  
 
Commissioner: Go ahead.  
 
Commissioner: No, you’ve had— 
 
Commissioner: After you, Rus?  
 
Commissioner: Oh, I was just going to say people are, we’re adjourning. We have to 
do some business in another room but we’ll resume at 2:00 with all of you who are 
here signed up for public testimony and just logistically, for lunch or things like that. 
It’s about a two block walk down to Lark Street and— 
 


