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Congress will likely soon begin working on the reauthorization of the Farm Bill during the 2007
legislative session, which will include renewal of the federal Food Stamp Program. The nation’s
largest and most comprehensive nutrition program, the Food Stamp Program helps low-income
people purchase a nutritionally adequate diet. Nationally, more than 25 million low-income
people use Food Stamps — which are now provided through an electronic benefits card — to
purchase food from local retailers. The Missouri Food Stamp Program helps 789,661 low-
income Missourians buy food and meet their nutritional needs each month.

Food Stamps are essential to helping low-income working families make ends meet. In fact, for
a typical low-income family with children, Food Stamps provide approximately 25 percent of the
family’s total purchasing power.! When combined with the federal Earned Income Tax Credit,
Food Stamps enable a family supported by a low-wage, full-time worker to approach the poverty
line. Food Stamp benefits, which are fully funded by the federal government, also boost the local
economies across the United States: the $28.6 billion of federal food benefits® that were spent in
local stores and farmers’ markets in fiscal year 2005 generated an estimated $52.6 billion in
economic activity and created an estimated 173,580 farm jobs.’

Along with other federal nutrition programs, the Food Stamp Program has made severe hunger
rare in the United States. Moreover, numerous studies have shown that nutrition assistance
programs improve birth outcomes and increase children’s intake of key nutrients. Yet food
insecurity — the lack of adequate nutrition for an active, healthy life — remains a problem, both
nationally and in Missouri.

In fact, many eligible Missourians who need help buying food are not receiving Food Stamps. In
Missouri, only 76% percent of eligible people participated in the program during fiscal year
2003.* The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) estimated that if Missouri had
increased Food Stamp Program participation by just five percentage points in fiscal year 2003,
37,000 low-income Missourians would come onto the Missouri Food Stamp Program who would
then bring $23.8 million in new Food Stamp benefits into Missouri and generate approximately
$43.8 million in additional economic activity in Missouri, thus supporting local farmers and
retailers and helping maintain a healthy workforce.’

The Food Stamp Program is targeted to those in the greatest need, and is one of the few
programs able to respond efficiently and quickly to changed conditions, such as economic
downturns or natural disasters.® This was recently demonstrated in its quick response to
Hurricane Katrina. Without the need for any act of Congress, the Food Stamp Program
distributed over $500 million in food assistance to more than 1.2 million Katrina survivors in the
weeks following the disaster. The Food Stamp Program was later cited as one of the most
efficient programs that operated in the wake of the Hurricane Katrina disaster.’

The Food Stamp Program also is extremely accurate. Food Stamp coupons have been replaced
by an electronic debit card that can only be used to buy food, a move that has helped reduce
fraud (as well as the stigma associated with receiving food stamp benefits). The program has a
stringent quality control system that in recent years has achieved record-high rates of accuracy in
issuing benefits.



In sum, the Food Stamp Program is a resounding success story, which is why polls show a large
majority of Americans strongly support it. Moving forward, it is vital that the Food Stamp
Program be strengthened and expanded to enable more low-income Missourians to buy healthy
foods and better meet their nutritional needs.

“The Food Stamp Program serves as the centerpiece and
primary source of nutrition assistance for over 24 million
low-income people. It enables participants, over 50 percent
of whom are children, to improve their diets by increasing
food purchasing power using benefits that are redeemed at
retail grocery stores across the country.”

— President Bush’s FY 2006 Budget (emphasis added)

THE MISSOURI FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

« 789,661 Missourians use Food Stamps to buy food every month. That amounts to 13.2%
percent of the people in Missouri.

« Missouri Food Stamp households receive, on average, 89 cents per person per meal in Food
Stamp benefits.” This modest amount is crucial to financially pressed families.

. The Food Stamp Program pumped $735,757,569 into the Missouri economy last year,"
benefiting farmers, grocers, and small businesses throughout the State. Using USDA’s
estimate that every $5 of Food Stamp benefits translates into $9.20 in economic activity, "
this means that the Missouri Food Stamp Program generated approximately $1,353,793,927
in economic activity last year.

. About 80 percent'” of Food Stamp benefits go to households with children. Most of the rest
go to households containing elderly people or people with disabilities.

. Almost 90 percent" of Food Stamp households have income under the poverty level. The
rest have income slightly above the poverty level, but their basic expenses (e.g. utilities,
mortgage or rent payments, or medical expenses) are high enough to make them eligible for
a small Food Stamp benefit.

« The number of working Food Stamp households with children is on the rise and exceeds the
number that receives TANF-funded cash assistance. '

« During the recent recession and subsequent weak recovery, Food Stamp Program
participation in Missouri increased. In 2000, an average of 423,329 Missourians received
Food Stamps each month. That number rose steadily to 766,425 in 2005," an increase of
81.1 percent.

« Using the flexibility provided in the Food Stamp Act, USDA was able to quickly issue $515
million in disaster Food Stamps to 1.2 million households that survived Hurricane Katrina.



Most of these households were not receiving Food Stamps before the disaster but found
themselves suddenly in need of short-term assistance.'® USDA issued another $392 million
in emergency Food Stamps to an additional 1 million households in response to Hurricanes
Rita and Wilma last year."’

About 38 million Americans, including nearly one in five American children, have difficulty
affording food."® An estimated 261,256 households in Missouri are “food insecure” and live
with hunger or the threat of hunger, according to USDA." That amounts to 11.3 percent of
all families in Missouri and includes low-income working families and senior citizens living
on fixed incomes.*’

Nationally, only 60 percent of those eligible

for Food Stamps in fiscal year 2004 received
them.?! In Missouri, the FY 2003
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many low-income people who are eligible for the
program do not participate. . . . Their communities

share of eligible households that participate
in the Food Stamp Program by five
percentage points in FY 2003, the Missouri
Food Stamp Program would have provided
Food Stamps to an additional 37,000 low-
income Missourians and brought $23.8
million into our local economy and a total of

dollars flowing into local economies.”

Participation in Your State, USDA, 2005.

lose out on the benefits provided by new food stamp

— The Benefits of Increasing Food Stamp Program

$43.8 million in additional economic activity

in Missouri.>

The Missouri Food Stamp Program recently won a bonus award of $1.39 million for
attaining one of the best Program Access Indexes in the country.”® The Program Access
Index measures how many eligible people and/or households are actually participating in a
state’s Food Stamp program. By attaining one of the highest Program Access Indexes in the
country, Missouri now has an opportunity to re-invest the bonus money into improving the
Missouri Food Stamp Program and reap more bonus awards from the federal government.

The economic impact of the Missouri Food Stamp Program in Missouri’s counties and in St.
Louis City can be easily seen.”> For example, in St. Louis County, the Missouri Food
Stamp Program delivered $74.5 million in Food Stamp benefits in FY 2004 which resulted
in an estimated $137.1 million in economic activity.”® Thus, the Missouri Food Stamp
Program not only benefits families and the State, it helps local economies as well.

The Missouri Food Stamp Program continues to be one of the most accurate and timely
programs in the State. In fact, the strategic plan for the Department of Social Services states
that in FY 2005, the Missouri Food Stamp Program’s payment accuracy rate was 95.3
percent and sets the goal of maintaining a Food Stamp payment accuracy rate of 95 percent
or more.”” In addition, the Department of Social Services also reports that the Missouri



Food Stamp Program’s application timeliness rate for FY 2005 was 99.1 percent and calls
for maintaining the application timeliness rate at 99 percent or more for FY 2007.%*

« The Missouri Food Stamp Program is among the most responsive programs in the State. In
fact, after the storms on July 19 and 21 that struck the St. Louis Metropolitan area and
caused widespread power outages, the Missouri Food Stamp program was able to replace
more than $4.5 million in lost Food Stamp benefits to over 21,000 households in St Louis
City (these households had approximately 50,000 individuals) in one week.”” The
program’s speed at delivering nutrition assistance in times of need, e.g. disasters or
economic downturns, is a significant advantage in the battle to prevent hunger in Missouri.

The Food Stamp Program Has Made Severe Hunger Rare in America

In the late 1960s, a team of doctors documented serious hunger and malnutrition in the
South, Appalachia, and other poor areas. The findings of this study, as well as other studies
conducted at that time, formed the basis for the 1968 CBS television documentary “Hunger
in America.” The documentary showed American children suffering from diseases related
to severe malnutrition that usually are thought of as occurring only in third-world countries.

After Food Stamps and other nutrition assistance programs were made available nationwide,
a similar team of physicians returned to very poor areas of the United States and found
marked reductions in malnutrition and related problems. Summarizing this and other
research, Rebecca Blank, a noted economist and dean of the Ford School of Public Policy at
the University of Michigan, observed that “evidence of severe malnutrition-related health
problems has almost disappeared in this country. The primary reason is Food Stamps.”

Rebecca Blank, It Takes a Nation (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1997); Nick Kotz,
Hunger in America: The Federal Response (New York: Field Foundation, 1979).

1. FOOD STAMPS HELP VULNERABLE MISSOURIANS BUY FOOD

Julie® is a single mother with 4 children residing in Saint Louis, Missouri. Julie works as a bus
monitor and receives Food Stamps every month. Regarding the importance of Food Stamps to
her family, Julie stated:

“For me as a working mom, Food Stamps are so important. They allow me to buy
food for my kids and then I can use my cash for other things I need, like washing
powder and hygiene items. Kids are always hungry... these Food Stamps help me
to just keep things going.”

For a growing number of low-wage workers like Julie, a job no longer guarantees that they will
be able to afford life’s basic necessities. The Food Stamp Program makes it possible for such
workers to feed their families adequately.



The Food Stamp Program, administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA),
increases the amount that low-income households spend on food. Studies have consistently
found that participation in the Food Stamp Program significantly increases household food
expenditures and thus the nutrients available to low-income households.”’

The Food Stamp Program is not restricted to specific subgroups of people. It serves a wide range
of low-income people, including families with children, elderly people, and people with
disabilities. About 78 percent of food stamp recipients live in households with children. Almost
one in five food stamp households contain an elderly person, and more than one in five includes
a non-elderly disabled person.

The Food Stamp benefit amount is modest, averaging about 89 cents per person per meal in
Missouri.” But for families receiving Food Stamps, this additional money for their food budget
is critical, since 90 percent™ of Food Stamp households have incomes below the poverty line.
Almost 40 percent® of Food Stamp households have incomes below half of the poverty line,
which means their income is approximately $8,300% per year (or approximately $692 per
month) for a family of three.

The Food Stamp benefit formula targets assistance to those with the greatest need. Many factors
affect a household’s eligibility for Food Stamps, including income, expenses, and assets.*
Households with gross incomes up to 130 percent of the federal poverty line, or up to $21,580
for a family of three,®’ are eligible for Food Stamps. As individuals move closer to the income
limit, they qualify for lower benefits. Therefore, very poor households receive more Food
Stamps than households closer to the poverty line, significantly increasing their food purchasing

power.
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a full-time, minimum-wage worker will fall far below the poverty line without Food Stamps. As
Figure 1 shows, Food Stamps make it possible for this family to approach the poverty line.*

In addition, Food Stamps help former welfare recipients move toward self-sufficiency by helping
ensure that they are financially better off when they are working than when they were on
welfare.*” Under the food stamp benefit formula, benefits decrease only by about 30 cents for
every additional dollar of earnings. This means that food stamp families have a strong incentive

to work longer hours or to search for better-paying employment because they will be better off.

Studies show that many families leaving cash
assistance for employment work close to full time
at very low wages. A typical such family, working
35 hours per week at $6.50 per hour, is eligible for
about $230 a month in Food Stamps for a family of
three. This amount can make the difference
between remaining independent or returning to
welfare.

Good nutrition is also vital to maintaining a healthy
workforce.  Research shows that low-income
households participating in the Food Stamp
Program have access to more food energy, protein,

“Many food stamp participants are people
who have temporarily fallen on tough
times. For example, they are working
families, children, single parents, elderly
or disabled individuals who need some
type of assistance to stretch their monthly
income.”

--Missouri Department of Social Services
Pamphlet, “Eat for Health: It’s All About
You and Your Family Too” (August
2004)(emphasis added).

and a broad array of essential vitamins and
minerals than other households that are eligible for
Food Stamps but do not receive them. Employees whose nutrition needs are met may be
healthier and thus may take fewer sick days; they also may tend to stay longer with a company
that cares enough to share information about Food Stamps with them.*'

Many working families turn to Food Stamps to make the transition to self-sufficiency, helping
them keep their families healthy and fed for a temporary period. Half of those who enter the
Food Stamp program leave it within nine months. While community volunteer organizations
also help to ease hunger through donations and food banks, their work is intended only for
emergencies and can only go so far. Food Stamps are the essential bridge between welfare
dependence and self-sufficiency.

Food Stamps Have Nearly Eliminated Severe Hunger, but Food Insecurity Remains

In the late 1960s, the Field Foundation and
television documentaries documented the
existence within parts of the United States of the
kind of severe malnutrition that we usually think
of as occurring only in third-world countries.
Since Food Stamps and other nutrition assistance
programs have become available nationwide,
however, this most severe hunger and the related
diseases and deaths have become rare.

“[H]unger in America has been reduced.
Congressionally mandated food
assistance programs appear to have
brought about this improvement. One
reason we have made such progress can
be attributed to the strong bipartisan
support behind the goal of eradicating
hunger.”

— Senator Robert Dole (R-KS) 4/30/79




Yet food insecurity remains a serious problem, and in fact has grown in recent years. Each year
the Census Bureau administers a national survey on food security, defined as “access by all
people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life.”** According to the most recent
survey, about 38 million Americans, or 11.9 percent of all households, lived in households that
were “food insecure” in 2004.* Nearly one in five American children lived in “food insecure”
households. The number of individuals facing food insecurity increased by almost 2 million
between 2003 and 2004 and has increased by more than 6 million people since 1999.

Missourians are not exempt
from this condition — our levels
of  food insecurity are
unacceptable as well. The most
recent Census Bureau data
shows that an estimated 261,256
households in Missouri live with
hunger or the threat of hunger.**
That amounts to 11.3 percent of
all families in Missouri and
includes senior citizens living on
fixed incomes and low-income
working families struggling to
make ends meet. These

“Reauthorization of funding for Food Stamps is important
for a program that provides less-fortunate Americans with
access to nutritious food they would not otherwise be able to
afford. Fighting hunger is a national priority, and federal
support for the food stamp program meets a basic human
need for millions of Americans. Approximately half of all
food stamp support goes to children and a quarter goes to
elderly or disabled Americans. For them, and for any
American unfortunate to someday be in the position of
needing assistance to afford daily meals, we must continue to
advocate on behalf of this necessary program.”

--U.S. Representative Jo Ann Emerson (R-MO) 9/6/2006

vulnerable Missourians find that
their wages or Social Security
are not enough to cover rent, utilities, medicine, and other basics, and still buy food for their
family.

A recent pediatricians’ report documented that infants and toddlers in families whose food stamp
benefits have been reduced or terminated are more than twice as likely to experience food
insecurity as comparable children whose food stamp benefits have been maintained. The report
went on to warn that food insecurity contributes to young children’s poor health: “even mild to
moderate under nutrition in young children is linked to problems that last throughout the
lifespan.”* Food Stamps “help to protect young children from the harmful health effects of food
insecurity,” the report stated.”

Many Needy People Do Not Receive Food Stamps

In 2004, the most recent year for which national data are available, only 60 percent of people
eligible for Food Stamps received them.*” Participation rates are particularly low among eligible
working households (47 percent) and seniors (28 percent).

In Missouri, an estimated 76 percent of those eligible for Food Stamps participated in fiscal year
2003, the most recent year for which state-level data are available. **  Unfortunately,
participation is much lower among eligible low wage workers. Only 14 percent of eligible low
wage workers participate. *



Many people do not participate in the Food Stamp Program because they do not realize they are
eligible. In addition, working people may not be able to get time off from work to apply, and
people in rural areas may have transportation barriers. Some people do not want to accept
government assistance. Legal immigrants may not realize that their U.S. citizen children are
eligible for Food Stamps, or may have language barriers that prevent them from finding about
the program. Seniors may not apply for benefits because they think someone else needs the help
more.

Yet if these individuals rely instead on local emergency food providers when their money runs
out and they cannot afford food, this adds to the already heavy demand those providers now face.
Any future restrictions on food stamp eligibility or

benefits would overwhelm providers’ ability to feed all

those who turn to them for help. A recent study by “Any cut-back in

food or

any Government
food-related

America’s Second Harvest, the Nation’s food bank
network, found that emergency food providers helped
about 4.5 million people each week in 2005. Fully one-
third of the food pantries were forced to turn people
away, frequently because the pantry did not have
enough food or because people were requesting help too
often.® While the Food Stamp Program has made great

sponsored
program/service automatically means an
increase in the quantity of food requested,
the number of requests, and/or the
frequency of requests for food, as well as
causing a decrease in the needed food
supplies of pantries -- thus causing pantry

progress in recent years in improving access for pressures.

working people and simplifying the application process,
clearly more needs to be done to ensure that all eligible
people get the nutrition assistance they need.

--Sr. Annalee Faherty D.C., director of
special projects and analysis at

9/6/2006 (emphasis omitted)

The Food Stamp Program Is Efficient

Guardian Angel Settlement Association

More than 98 percent of food stamp benefits go to eligible households. The Food Stamp
Program’s error rate, or the sum of overpayments and underpayments to recipients, is at an all-
time low, having fallen for six consecutive years’'. And in 2003, only 4.5 percent of food stamp
benefits represented either overpayments to eligible households or payments to ineligible
households. By comparison, the Internal Revenue Service recently reported that taxpayers
underpaid their taxes by about 16 percent in 2001.>

One reason the Food Stamp Program is so efficient is that USDA has eliminated the old food
coupons. All benefits are now issued through Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) cards, which
allow recipients to transfer their benefits electronically to a participating retailer. This has
eliminated the need to print, transport, safeguard, distribute, track, and destroy the coupons, and
created administrative savings for the government, retailers, and bankers. It has also helped fight
fraud and misuse of benefits.

Food Stamp recipients like the convenience and security of EBT. They used to receive an
“Authorization to Purchase,” which they took to a food stamp office or bank to get their coupons.
That trip, and the middleman, has been eliminated. Also, if an EBT card is lost or stolen, it is
protected by a PIN and can be replaced. Many recipients also report that the EBT card reduces



the stigma associated with using food stamp coupons, since it works like the credit or debit cards
used by other customers.

EBT is the required method of issuing food stamp benefits in every state. In the Missouri Food
Stamp Program, the EBT card program was implemented on a statewide basis in 1998. The EBT
card is mailed to the Food Stamp recipient within 5 days after the recipient receives notice of
eligibility for Food Stamp benefits and can be used to purchase food at any grocery store that
displays the QUEST mark. The Food Stamp benefit is automatically replenished on the EBT
card every month to prevent the wrong person from getting the Food Stamp benefit. In addition,
as an additional precaution, the EBT card is “locked” for the day if the PIN code is incorrect in 4
tries. These measures help Missouri prevent Food Stamp benefits from being misused or stolen.

2. FOOD STAMPS ARE GOOD FOR THE MISSOURI ECONOMY
Food Stamp Spending Boosts Local Economies

In fiscal year 2005, $28.6 billion in food stamp benefits were spent in local stores nationwide.
Eighty-six percent of benefits were spent in supermarkets; the rest went to farmers’ markets,
grocery stores, and other food providers.

This infusion of federal food stamp dollars stimulates the economy as a whole. Food purchases
ripple through our economy, supporting a range of jobs, from farmers to truckers to grocers.
Food stamp benefits used at authorized farmers’ markets provide additional customers for local
farmers. (They also give food stamp recipients access to healthy, locally grown fruits and
vegetables that might otherwise be unavailable to them.)

A USDA study found that every $5 in new food stamp benefits generates $9.20 in spending in
the community.” Every $1 billion of food stamp spending results in increased demand for food
that creates 3,300 farm jobs — in addition to the new jobs it helps create in supermarkets and
other related industries. °*  According to these estimates, food stamp spending generated $52.6
billion in economic activity and created 173,580 farm jobs in fiscal year 2004.

Food Stamps Cushion the Economic Impact of Downturns and Natural Disasters

In addition to protecting individuals and families against economic risk, Food Stamps also
provide a measure of protection for the local and national economy. After unemployment
insurance, the Food Stamp Program is the most responsive of all federal benefit programs to
declines in employment and increases in poverty. In fact, the Congressional Budget Office
found that of all the federally funded assistance programs in which participant eligibility
depended on income and assets, only the Food Stamp program was responsive to changing
economic conditions.™

When a town or region suffers an economic blow and people lose their sources of income,
consumption can decline as well, since people have less money to spend. That can create a
steadily worsening cycle of increasing unemployment and declining economic activity. The
Food Stamp Program works against this cycle by assisting a larger number of families during
slow economic periods, which helps maintain overall demand for food.*®



An excellent example of the Missouri Food Stamp Program’s effectiveness in automatically
responding to times of need can be seen in the aftermath of the storms of July 19 and 21 which
caused widespread power outages in the St. Louis Metropolitan area. The Missouri Food Stamp
Program was able to replace $4.5 million in Food Stamp benefits within one week, thereby
ensuring that low income families who lost their food to the power outage would not have to
spend their money to replace the food that was purchased with Food Stamp benefits.>’

This automatic response to rising need is also demonstrated by the Food Stamp Program’s quick
and effective response to the disastrous 2005 hurricanes. Without the necessity for any action by
Congress, the program distributed close to $1 billion in food assistance to more than 2.2 million
survivors of Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, and Wilma, including evacuees who were served wherever
they found refuge.”® In this crisis, the Food Stamp Program exemplified government at its best:
well run, efficient, and rising to the occasion at a time of crisis. (It should be noted, though, that
the program was able to do this only because of its structure as a federal entitlement program, in
which everyone who meets the eligibility criteria is entitled to benefits.)

The Food Stamp Program also responds quickly and effectively to economic downturns. As
shown in Figure 2, when employment declines and poverty increases, the program helps a
larger number of low-income families. Conversely, when the economy is doing well and the
number of poor people falls (as in the 1990s), fewer people receive Food Stamps.

USDA has made improving Food Stamp participation a priority because of the nutritional
benefits it would bring to new participants and the economic benefits it would bring to local
communities. As noted above, a recent USDA report found that an increase in participation of as
little as five percentage points would make a big difference. Such an increase would provide
Food Stamps to an additional 37,000 low-income Missourians, bringing $23.8 million to the
local economy in Missouri. This would

result in a total of $43.8 million in FIGURE 2
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retirement accounts from the Food Stamp resource test, excluding educational assistance and
child support from the Food Stamp income test, using allotted exemptions from the time limit for
18-50 year olds without dependents and waivers for counties with insufficient jobs, increasing
the standard utility allowance (SUA) and allowing the full SUA for individuals in public housing
with shared meters. Some of these improvements were the result of Missouri’s implementation
of the 2002 reauthorization’s new state options. The next reauthorization will have an equally

profound effect on our state, its low-income residents and the Missouri economy.

3. AMERICANS STRONGLY SUPPORT THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

Recent polls have shown that the American
people strongly support the Food Stamp
Program and oppose cutting it. A survey in
three farm states (Iowa, Minnesota, and
Kansas) conducted for the W.K. Kellogg
Foundation found that large majorities in
each state opposed cuts to the Food Stamp
Program.61

A poll conducted by the polling firm
McLaughlin and Associates for the Alliance
to End Hunger in 2005 found that 75 percent
of American voters said the Food Stamp
Program should be protected from cuts and
92 percent wanted Congress to continue
funding anti-hunger programs such as Food
Stamps.®> A 2006 poll by the same firm
found that:

« Sixty-two percent of voters say the

“For the majority of Americans, our nation lives up
to its reputation as a land of plenty. Unfortunately,
even in one of the world's most prosperous countries,
millions of people still struggle to have enough food
to eat for themselves and their families. Our country
has a moral obligation to look out for our neighbors
and try to address the needs of those who would
otherwise go hungry, and the Food Stamp Program
has been a critical tool in our efforts to fight hunger
in America. The Food Stamp Program has
traditionally enjoyed bipartisan support, so | hope
that next year's reauthorization legislation will bring
together a broad coalition representing rural, urban,
and suburban interests to support and strengthen this
important food assistance program.”

U.S. Representative Ike Skelton (D-MO) 9/15/2006

government spends too little to reduce hunger in the United States, while only 9 percent say

it spends too much.

« Sixty-six percent (including a strong majority in both parties) said that in the 2008
presidential campaign they would be more likely to support a candidate who “made fighting
hunger and poverty in the United States a major priority.” One in ten cited this as the single
most important issue deciding their vote for Congress. This figure is more than double what

it was just four years ago.

« Eighty-five percent of voters (including 76 percent of Republicans) said that a congressional
candidate’s position on reducing hunger was “important” in deciding their vote.

4. RECOMMENDATIONS

The Food Stamp Program has been very successful in reducing hunger in America. While the
2002 Farm Bill made the program much more accessible, the Food Stamp Program could still be
improved to reach more needy people. This would require the combined efforts of national,
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state, and local public leaders as well as non-profit community agencies, employers, and anyone
else who touches the lives of individuals who may qualify for Food Stamps. Such an effort
would not only provide improved nutrition for Missourians who cannot afford adequate food, but
also would bring more federal money into Missouri, support local retailers and farmers, and
boost the economy.

A number of actions can be taken at both the state and federal levels to reach more eligible
people and continue reducing food insecurity.

Recommendations for Improving the Program

Missouri has made substantial improvements in the Missouri Food Stamp Program and, as a
result of these improvements, enabled the program to serve more needy Missourians with greater
efficiency. However, there are still various ways in which the Missouri Food Stamp Program
can be improved or supplemented. For example, Missouri could undertake the following efforts:

> Support independence by granting transitional Food Stamps for five months after a
household leaves TANF;

> Encourage participation by low income elderly and disabled people by automatically
enrolling all SSI recipients in Food Stamps through a “Combined Application Project;”®’

> Implement a Supplemental Food Stamp Program, funded by state dollars, to assist those
elderly and disabled people who are only able to receive the woefully inadequate minimum
Food Stamp benefit of $10;%

> Reduce the use of in-person interviews and maximize the use of telephone interviews for
people who are working, live in remote areas, or otherwise have difficulty getting to the
local Food Stamp office;

> Automatically screen all applicants for health programs, such as Medicaid and SCHIP, to
determine if they are eligible for Food Stamp benefits and use information from the
Medicaid/SCHIP application to generate a Food Stamp application for the applicant;

> Continue to maximize the use of waivers and exemptions from three-month time limits for
unemployed childless adults;

> Explore ways to expand the use of categorical eligibility for needy working families;

> Adopt twelve-month certifications consistent with Medicaid requirements;

> Simplify the application process for certain groups of applicants, such as individuals with
mental disabilities or individuals who are elderly; and

> Expand Food Stamp outreach efforts.

Recommendations for Reauthorization

« Build on the Food Stamp Program’s strengths.
The structure of the Food Stamp Program as a
federal entitlement program enables it to support
communities during times of economic downturn or
natural disaster by automatically responding to
increased need. This structure must be retained.
Other important aspects of the program that should
be maintained and strengthened are the national
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benefit structure, near universal eligibility for low-income individuals, targeting of benefits
based on need, state administrative flexibility, and the extensive measures in place to ensure
that the program is run efficiently.

Reduce eligibility restrictions. In three areas in particular, existing eligibility restrictions
are counterproductive and should be changed:

First, the restrictions on legal immigrants’ eligibility for Food Stamps prevent vulnerable
non-citizens from receiving important nutritional support. These restrictions also appear to
discourage immigrant parents from obtaining Food Stamps on behalf of their citizen
children: fewer than half of eligible citizen children of immigrant parents participate in the
Food Stamp Program. Eligibility restrictions on legal immigrants should be lifted.

Second, the three-month time limit on receipt of Food Stamps by most unemployed childless
adults marks the first time in the program’s history that individuals have been cut off of
Food Stamps not only because they refuse to work, but also because no work is available to
them. This provision is overly complex and difficult to administer. The time limit should be
eliminated or, or at the very least, modified to take into account the availability of jobs to a
Food Stamp recipient.

Third, the program’s restrictive asset limits make many genuinely needy people ineligible
for Food Stamps. Most households are ineligible for Food Stamps if they own more than
$2,000 in assets. This asset limit has not been increased in two decades; it would have to
rise to $3,680 just to compensate for inflation over that period. Also, all forms of retirement
accounts, educational savings accounts, and burial funds should be exempt from the food
stamp asset limit in order to permit Food Stamp households to plan for their financial future
just as the rest of the population can.

Ensure the adequacy of Food Stamp benefits. The 1996 welfare law cut the Food Stamp
Program by almost $28 billion over six years. A significant portion of these cuts came from
across-the-board benefit reductions for nearly all households, including families with
children, the working poor, the elderly, and people with disabilities. For example, a typical
family of three with monthly income of $1,078 (78 percent of the poverty line) is eligible for
$217 in Food Stamps under current law; if the welfare law had not included across-the-
board benefit reductions, the household would receive $248, or 14 percent more each month.

While Congress made some improvements in 2002 to address this problem, the real value of
the food stamp benefit has continued to deteriorate over time. Without further changes, poor
households will always receive less help from the Food Stamp Program than if the welfare
law had not cut benefits. At a minimum, benefits should be restored to their prior level to
ensure that households have enough resources to purchase an adequate diet.

Continue improving access to the program. Much progress has been made toward

simplifying the program so that everyone who is eligible can participate. Still, about 40
percent of eligible people do not participate, often because it is too difficult or costly.
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Significant improvements were made in the 2002 Farm Bill, and those efforts should be
continued by exploring ways to make it easier for people to enroll in the program and
continue receiving benefits as long as they remain eligible. Such efforts, however, should be
carefully designed to avoid undermining the program’s current design or radically
redistributing benefits in ways that could reduce benefits for the neediest households. Some
initiatives that could improve access are extending “automatic certification” to all elderly or
disabled people receiving SSI (so these needy individuals are able to receive Food Stamps
without having to apply separately) and continued efforts to accommodate the needs of
people who have jobs. Also, as USDA has recommended, the name of the program should
be changed to something that more accurately reflects the current program, which no longer
uses stamps.

5. Conclusion

Many low-income Missouri families rely on nutrition assistance provided by the Food Stamp
Program to help them feed their families. We can reduce food insecurity in Missouri by
maximizing the use of the federal resources available through the Food Stamp Program.

Increasing participation in the Food Stamp Program requires the combined efforts of national,
state, and local public leaders as well as non-profit community agencies, retailers, employers,
and anyone else who touches the lives of potentially eligible people. Such an effort would bring
federal money into Missouri, support retailers and farmers, increase economic activity, and
provide improved nutrition for many more low-income Missourians. Missouri should take the
steps recommended in this report to increase the nutritional assistance that low-income
Missourians receive. For its part, Congress should continue to strengthen this vital assistance
when it reauthorizes the Food Stamp Program.

“No statistics, no rote recitation of facts and fignres, no narrative or
prose can describe the suffering of mind and body that associates
atself with hunger and poverty in America. The fact that such
conditions exist in America is both alarming and tragic. It should
represent a blight on our collective conscionsness.”

— Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) 7/26/88
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