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Government Food Assistance Programs:

A Nutritional Perspective
By: MarLee Harris

Abstract

Food security remains a problem in the United States. Historically, the government
began to distribute excess agricultural goods to those in nutritional need. Efforts to provide food
to people in need continue today through the Food Stamp Program (FSP) and the Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Nutrition status of
participants in these programs demonstrates the nutritional effectiveness of these programs.
These programs provide needed benefits and are making positive changes in food security, but
improvements can be made to fully improve the nutrition status of these low-income participants.

Nutrition professionals can be key in improving these programs.




Government Food Assistance Programs:

A Nutritional Perspective
By: MarLee Harris

Food Insecurity, an Introduction

Access to food is one of the most basic human rights and needs. According to
psychologist Abram Maslow, lack of food prevents humans from fulfilling any meaningful
behavior beyond seeking satiation of the physical need (1). This need can be a major driving
force to behavior. Children who are hungry are more distracted and less able to learn during
school. Lack of food also affects adults’ functionality (2). The food supply in the United States
provides 4000 calories per person and throws away 96 billion pounds of food each year (3).
With these statistics and everyday experiences of most Americans, lack of food and hunger are
considered problems that exist only outside the United States. Unfortunately this is not the
reality for nearly thirty-eight million people in the United States who suffer from food insecurity
sometime during the year, 11.9 percent of the United States population. Of those, 13.9 million
are children (4).

Food security means that all members of a household have access to sufficient food to
support an active, healthy life. Food is readily available, safe, contains adequate nutrients, and is
able to be procured in a socially acceptable manner. Socially acceptable manner is without
resorting to use of emergency food supplies, scavenging, stealing, or other coping strategies.
Food insecurity is uncertain or limited access to nutritionally adequate and safe foods and
inability to procure them in a socially acceptable manner (5).

At the World Food Summit of 1996, a gathering of 185 nations, a declaration was made

to “achieving food security for all and to eradicate hunger in all countries, with an immediate




view to reducing the number of undernourished people to half their present level no later than
20157 (5). The United States responded with a Healthy People 2010 goal of reducing food
insecurity by half. When the goal was set, 88 percent of households in the United States were
food secure. The goal for 2010 is to have 94 percent of United States households experiencing

food security (6).
A History of Food Assistance

The United States relies on food assistance programs to provide food security to families,
especially low-income families which are at most nutritional risk (5). The use of government
food assistance has its roots in the 1930’s during the Great Depression. Agriculture had slumped
and there was no longer a market for some products including wheat. The United States Farm
Board began to purchase wheat to alleviate the troubled market. There were no plans for its use
and it began to accumulate in warehouses. At the same time, many Americans were suffering
food insecurity due to the depressed economic climate (7).

In 1932, despite claims that food assistance would undercut work ethic, Congress
authorized distribution of government wheat to the unemployed. This program further
developed into the Federal Surplus Relief Corporation (FSRC). This program was responsible
for purchasing agricultural surpluses, processing these food items, and distributing them to those
in need. In May 1939, the experimental Food Stamp Program, through the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA), began. This allowed recipients to purchase orange stamps
(at face value) to buy food at food retailers. With this purchase, the recipients also received half
of that value in blue stamps. These blue stamps could be redeemed for free agricultural
surpluses. This format was designed to guarantee that money was spent on food as well as

supplement those purchases with free commodities (7).




Effects of malnutrition became a concern of national security when men were not able to
perform military service during World War II because of nutrition deficiencies. This concern led
to one of the first major legislations related to government food assistance. In 1946, the National
School Lunch Act was passed “as a measure of national security, to safeguard the health and
well-being of the Nation’s children and to encourage the domestic consumption of nutritious
agricultural commodities and other food” (8). The Child Nutrition Act of 1966 followed to
“extend, expand, and strengthen” the efforts of safeguarding the health and well-being of the
Nation’s children (9). This act acknowledged the role of nutrition in the development and
learning ability of children. In 1972, the Child Nutrition Act was furthered with the amendment
that started the Supplemental Food Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) (10).
Finally, in 1977, a modernized form of government food assistance, the Food Stamp Act, passed
in Congress, eliminating payments for stamps (11).

These programs have progressed through the years and are regularly monitored and
modified to address social, political, and nutritional issues. The question arises whether these

programs are effective in meeting their objectives.
The Food Stamp Program

Description

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) was designed to “provide for improved levels of
nutrition among low-income households through a cooperative Federal-State program of food
assistance” (11). It is a safety net and safeguard for low-income individuals. The FSP is the
largest food assistance program in the United States, expending $31 billion in 2005 for 25.7

million participants (12).




Eligibility

To be eligible, recipients must have a monthly gross income at or below 130 percent of
poverty, a net income of less than 100 percent of poverty, and assets limited to $2,000.
Households with elderly or disabled members and households receiving other financial
assistance may be exempt from some of the financial requirements. Also, non-disabled, non-
elderly adults without children must meet work requirements such as registration for work,
acceptance of job offers, and compliance with welfare job trainings programs in order to be
eligible. Ineligible populations include strikers, permanent non-citizens, unauthorized
immigrants, and postsecondary students. The FSP is an entitlement program and therefore all
eligible people receive benefits (13, 14, 15).
Benefits

Benefits are calculated based upon monthly net income, any applicable reduction rates,
and the maximum food stamp benefit guideline for household size and location based upon the
Thrifty Food Plan (TFP). The final monthly food stamp allotment for a household is totaled by
subtracting 30 percent of the household’s net income from the maximum benefit. The average
benefit per person is $92.70 a month (15). Benefits are issued on an electronic benefit transfer
card similar to a debit card. When purchases are made, the cost is electronically deducted from
the client’s account. Recipients cannot buy ready-to-eat hot foods, vitamins or medicines, pet
foods, tobacco, cleaning items, alcohol, or non-food items (except for garden plants and seeds)
with their benefits (2).
Effects on Food Insecurity

It would logically conclude that the FSP would decrease food insecurity for households

due to its supply of regular food to the households. When compared with similar households,










nutrition educators, personalization of education material, and involving clients more fully in the

nutrition education process (23).
Conclusion

Food insecurity is still a problem in the United States. Government food assistance
programs are essential in solving the food security issues. It appears that merely providing
calories is not enough to provide sufficient nutrition assistance to nutritionally at-risk, low-
income individuals. Focus must be placed on macro- and micronutrient status, disease states,
and weight status. This can be done through continual revisions and evaluation. Nutrition
educators play a significant role through professional development of more low-income friendly
education including simplistic, basic, and hands-on ideas such as budgeting, menu planning, and
food preparation. Also, political advocacy for budget and policy improvements in food

assistance is key to more positively benefiting low-income individuals.
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