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This paper provides a short summary and analysis of House Bill 454, which would enable
Missouri’s neediest senior citizens to receive state-funded supplemental food stamps.
This paper indicates that supplemental food stamps for elderly residents would have a
positive impact on the health and well-being of Missouri’s elderly population and its
economy.

A. House Bill 454

House Bill 454 would authorize the Family Support Division (hereinafter “FSD”), subject
to appropriations, to provide elderly individuals with supplemental food stamps.
Individuals who are 65 years old or older and qualify for the federal Food Stamp Program
would be able to receive supplemental food stamps.

Qualified households consisting of one or two eligible elderly individual(s) will receive a
supplement to their federal food stamp benefits. A household with one eligible elderly
individual could receive up to $30 a month total in federal food stamps and supplemental
food stamps. A household with two eligible elderly individuals could receive up to $60
per month in federal and supplemental food stamps combined.

The supplemental food stamp program would sunset on August 28, 2009.
B. Discussion

The federal Food Stamp program delivers food stamp benefits on a sliding scale based on
income and expenses. Generally, as the recipient’s income goes up, the food stamp
benefit is to be adjusted downward." The minimum Food Stamp benefit of $10 was set
in 1974 and has not been adjusted to account for inflation or other factors. Today, $25 of
food stamps can only purchase the amount of food that $10 would have bought in 1974.2
Thus, the minimum Food Stamp benefit is woefully inadequate for many elderly Food
Stamp recipients who often live on a fixed income, such as Supplemental Security
Insurance (SSI) benefits or retirement benefits.

Across the United States, 1.86 million elderly individuals received Food Stamps or lived
in households receiving Food Stamps in Fiscal Year 2005.° Households with elderly
members comprised 17.1 percent of all Food Stamp households in the nation during
Fiscal Year 2004.* Approximately 292,000 households with elderly members nationwide
received the minimum $10 food stamp benefit in Fiscal Year 2005.° This means that
15.7 percent of all households with elderly members in the United States received the
minimum $10 food stamp benefit in Fiscal Year 2005.° Even more striking, about half
of the households receiving the minimum food stamp benefit in the United States are
households with elderly members.” In Missouri, 47,000 households with elderly
members (16.1 percent of all Food Stamp households in Missouri) received Food Stamps
in Fiscal Year 20052 This represents a substantial increase of elderly households
receiving Food Stamps in Missouri (approximately 8,000 more elderly households than



FY 2004).° It is estimated that 5,341 elderly one-person households in Missouri received
the minimum benefit in Fiscal Year 2005'° and that approximately 400 elderly two-
person households received the minimum benefit in Fiscal Year 2005.** House Bill 454
will deliver much-needed assistance to low-income elderly individuals in Missouri.

Of the elderly households across the United States that received the minimum $10 food
stamp benefit in 1999, 67.2 percent had income below the poverty level and 30 percent
had income between the poverty level and 130 percent of the poverty level.”> It is
difficult for these households to pay for their rent, medical care, utilities and still pay for
food on such a meager income. The ten-dollar minimum food stamp benefit is especially
inadequate for those individuals who are disabled or elderly -- many of whom have high
medical expenses -- and does little to alleviate their difficult financial circumstances.
Therefore, some advocates have suggested increasing the minimum food stamp benefit
for elderly or disabled households to $50.** Implementing a state-funded supplemental
food stamp program will help to remedy this situation for many elderly Missourians.

The elderly population is the fastest growing segment of America’s population, and
elderly individuals often have special dietary and health needs due to medical issues
associated with the aging process.** The minimum food stamp benefit may not be
sufficient to meet these dietary needs, thereby causing health problems resulting from
inadequate nutrition. As noted in the testimony regarding last year’s supplemental food
stamp legislation (and reflected in the bill summary), these seniors who receive the
minimum food stamp benefit “sometimes have to choose between paying for health care
and paying for food.”*®> By increasing the minimum amount of food stamps for poor
elderly Missourians, House Bill 454 would provide a positive boost to elderly individuals
who need help with purchasing food.

Implementing supplemental food stamp benefits in Missouri will increase participation in
the federal food stamp program among needy elderly individuals. Many elderly people
who are eligible are not participating in the federal food stamp program. In fact, in FY
2004, only about 28.4 percent of eligible elderly people were participating in the federal
Food Stamp program across the country.’® In contrast, households with children have a
nationwide participation rate of 81.5 percent and non-elderly adults have a nationwide
participation rate of 55.5 percent.*’

Repeated testimony before the United States Department of Agriculture (hereinafter
“USDA”) indicates that the inadequacy of the minimum food stamp benefit is often a
deterrent to those that need help with purchasing food. In fact, many report that the $10
benefit was not worth their time and expense in traveling to the office, applying for food
stamps (or re-certifying for food stamps), and traveling back home.*® A 2002 report from
USDA echoed this theme, noting that seniors were commenting on how inadequate the
$10 benefit was and noting that many seniors who receive only $10 in Food Stamp
benefits per month often like to save up the benefit for special occasions.*® House Bill
454 would remove this deterrent and encourage more seniors to apply for nutrition
assistance through the federal Food Stamp Program.? Since the Food Stamp Program’s



benefits are 100 percent federally funded, the legislation would have the additional
benefit of bringing more federal resources into Missouri.?

These federal dollars generate economic benefits for state and local economies. USDA
indicates that every $5 in Food Stamps generates $9.20 in economic activity.?
Moreover, $1 billion of “retail food demand” by food stamp recipients generates 3,300
farm jobs.?® In fact, the Food Stamp Program pumped $737.6 million into the Missouri
economy in 2005, resulting in an estimated $1.36 billion of economic activity and
benefiting farmers, grocers, and small businesses throughout the state.”* USDA has
found that if Missouri had increased Food Stamp participation by just 5 percentage
points, 40,000 additional Missourians would be receiving Food Stamp benefits,
generating $24.2 million in additional Food Stamp benefits and $44.5 million in
additional economic activity.? Thus, it is reasonable to expect that the supplemental food
stamp program proposed by House Bill 454 would have similar economic benefits for
Missouri, in addition to helping low-income seniors and increasing their participation in
the Food Stamp program.?®

As noted above, HB 454 responds to the historically low participation rate of elderly
people in the Food Stamp program. Missouri also may want to consider other options for
improving access to the Food Stamp program for elderly and disabled residents. For
example, a number of states are implementing combined application projects (CAP) with
the Social Security Administration in which the process of applying for food stamps is
simplified for elderly and disabled recipients of SSI benefits.”” The CAP projects are
designed specifically to break down barriers that elderly and disabled individuals face in
applying for food stamps® by making it easier for SSI recipients to also receive food
stamps.”® Some other strategies to improve elderly participation might include concerted
food stamp outreach at senior centers, adult day care centers and public housing facilities,
simplifying the application process for elderly applicants,®® and providing special
assistance to seniors in applying for food stamps.*® These types of strategies could
enhance the benefits of a new supplemental food stamp program for Missouri seniors.*

C. Conclusion

Missouri’s most vulnerable seniors would receive much needed assistance under House
Bill 454. Elderly Missourians would receive assistance in meeting their dietary needs, be
healthier, and avoid being in the position of having to choose between two basic survival
needs: their health and their food. In addition to helping senior citizens to avoid hunger
and declining health, Missouri could realize economic benefits from the retail spending
generated by the new supplemental food stamp program. Finally, Missouri should
explore other options, such as a setting up a CAP program, to build on the many benefits
of a state-funded supplemental food stamp program.
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