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A taskforce of the National Rural Development Partnership

May 17, 2001

2:30pm EDT

Meeting Minutes

I.
Welcome & Introductions

Present on the call:  Lisa Billups (FL), Lara Compton (NY), Karen DeRosier (FL), Vanessa Orlando (MD), Claire Parins (IL), Don Shircel (AK), Sarah Vokes (DC), Julie Zimmerman (KY)

Presenters:  Mark Nord (DC), Patrick Waldron (MD), Karen Plattes (MA)

II.
Business Items

· Summer Conference:  The NRDP Summer Conference will be held in Duluth, Minnesota from July 22-25th. For detailed information, please visit the Joint International Summit website at http://www.mrs.umn.edu/2001summit
III.
Special Presentation: Food Assistance Programs

Patrick Waldron, Chief of Certification, Policy Office, Food Stamp Program,  Food and Nutritional Services, USDA

Introduction of the program and then talk about participation and participation rates, then his experience about implementing welfare reform with the food stamp program.  

Food stamp program is the flagship food assistance program at USDA.  Don’t let them know that over at WIC.  Basically the FS program is a federal-state cooperated effort.  There si afederal statute the food stamp act and federal rules governing the program.  State welfare depts administer the program at the local level.  They are under fedreal supervision.  We have headquarters and 7 regional offices that communicate directly with the state welfare offices.  The benefits are 100% federal, but states put up 50% of the administrative costs of the program.  

Generally we have a program of uniform eligibility requirements.  There’s a little bit of difference from state-to-state, but not a whole lot. 

Concept is to 1- provide an efficient means of distributing farm surpluses, although I’m not sure there’s a surplus anymore, by putting the ag commodities in the normal channels of trade.  In the past we had direct distribution of surpluses.  It wasn’t convenient and it was expensive.  There was a FS program in the depression era, and they were sort of like ration stamps – actual stamps.  With the Kennedy administration, there was more focus on hunger and the “hunger in america” program.  Basically, the FS program started as a pilot project in late 1961, and it became a full-blow program in the FS act in 1964, and had a revision in 1977.  It’s almost like FS are a misnomer anymore.  75% of the benefits are handled through EBT cards (electronic benefits transfer).  Only 25% are distributed through old fashioned “coupons”.  We’ll have to change our name because we don’t have stamps anymore. 

The program has 2 phases.  The certification process.  The applicants come into the local or county welfare offices.  This is where eligibility is determined. W e’re not an individual benefit program; it’s a household program.  Everyone who eats/purchases food together is considered a household. This can be a family or a group of individuals who are pooling their resources and purchasing food together.  There are some financial criteria.  We have a 130% of the poverty line for gross income, for each household size.  We also have standardized alotments for each household size, based on the USDA thrifty food plan. Something our nutritionists have developed, to ensure godo nutrition for each household.  The benefit amount is based on the household’s income.  If you have no income, a 4 household would get $433 in food stamps (?).  the average monthly benefit per person is around $73.  It’s abut $173 for each household.  Except for the requirement to purchase fodo with the fodo stamps, we don’t mandate in anyway how a household spends its stamps for food.  We always have complaints about people buying wedding cakes or junk food, but by and large the low income individuals who are on the program use their stamps wisely.  They’ve done studies/resaerch on this, they’re pretty good purchasers.  We do have a program of nutrition education that helps food stamp recipients with meal planning and purchasing. 

The issuance phase:  this can be accomplished either through paper coupons or EBT cards.  These are used in a grocery store just like a debit card.  When the sale is finished, the person’s account of food stamps gets debited according to their fs purchases.  Paper coupons come in $1, 5, 10 denominations.  Paper coupons are distributed either through the mail or they can have pick-up sites where recipients go to pick up the stamps.  Again, that process is rapidly going out of business.  

The other hpase is the redemption phase.  This is totally under the control of FNS.  States are not involved in this part of the program.  We actually authorize the grocery stores to accept the fodo stamps.  There are certain criteria they have to meet to be able to be authorized.  Basically people can only purchase food with the FS.  Paper coupons go through a normal banking system and they are pretty much like cash.  

Participation Rates

Basically, the current particiaption is 17 million individuals, 7.3 million households.  In the last FS year18 million in benefits.  The program is down quite substantially, since the mid 1990’s.  There was a maximum of about 27 million folks in 1994. Today that’s down to 17 million.  They’ve lost about 10 million participants.  There’s quite a bit of controversy as to why this happened.  Part of it is attributed to the economy; a lot of it might be attributed to the welfare reform movement that happened since 1996.  Welfare Reform law was passed.  This decline has caused quite a bit of concern in the department, and with advocates.  In the past couple of years we’ve paid more attention to assuring program access, and out reach about the program.  We’ve made an effort to get the word out, that basically FS is not a welfare program, it is a nutritional assistance/support program.  Even though we’re administered out of the welfare office, we want to see all eligible households participate.  

Participation Rates (con’t)

Number of eligible households tha tparticipate:  60% of eligible people are participating.  A lot of that may have to do with the stigma attached to assistance, FS.  

Across groups:  Welfare recipients/TANF recipients are at about 100% participation

Working poor: about 50% receive FS

Eligible seniors:  about 30% receive FS – their participation has never been very good… it’s more of a stigma issue.  Many times they have trouble with the paperwork or getting to the welfare office.  We have some demonstration projects  going on right now to make it easier for seniors to participate in the program. 

Welfare Reform

He’s had hands-on experience.  He led w.r. implementation in the southeast region of the agency- eight states in the southeast region.  Welfare reform law really changed the focus of the program.  It also really changed the environment in the welfare office.  Basically when TANF replaced AfDC, it is no longer an entitlement program, there can be very restrictive time lines, regulations with the program (varies by state).  

To a certain extent, states were trying to get the message out that welfare is bad and that you need to be self-sufficient.  That attitude may have carried over to the food stamp program.  They became discouraged, or thought that if they weren’t eligible for TANF, they weren’t eligible for food stamps.  They’ve been working hard to get the word out to states and the population in general that FS is a nutrition support, a work support – even if you get a job, you may still qualify for FS.  You may need that additional support mechanism (like child care, transportation, nutrition assistance).  It’s really something that’s there to help the household, help those who are working.  Additional support before they can truly be 

Karen Plattes, “Project Bread”, Massachusetts
Karen Plattes- “Project Bread” a non-profit organization concentrating on anti-hunger programs in Massachusetts.  They do a lot of fundraising for soup kitchens, they also advocate for state/federal nutrition programs, other legislation.  

They have outreach programs within their agency for food stamps, breakfast/snack programs, etc.  

KP has done food stamp outreach for 10 years, and what that consists of is a statewide campaign, as well as a component that we try to hit all of the media.  They produce ads for TV (PSAs), radio spots and interviews.  Newspaper listings, mass mailings to programs, schools.  Something to be enclosed in TANF mailings, electric bills, unemployment checks.  They do mailing to agencies who deal with people who may be eligible.  Headstart programs, childcare centers, senior centers, social service agencies, etc.  That’s one component of our outreach.  All that media work. 

Application Assistance

Staff people who are available to help with filling out the applications.  They have people who go out and do training with people who work with seniors to help them learn how to fill out FS application (and all the necessary verification forms).  They have 4 ¼ people in places like health centers, fuel assisatnce programs, etc.  They’re in places where people are going for other reasons, already.  They only have 4 ¼ positions, it’s a targeted outreach because they can only do it in certain areas.  They’re doing this in larger cities, as well as rural areas.  Outreach personnel, trained people who fill out applications (volunteers from social service setting)

3: Hotline

Statewide, toll-free, information line.  It’s open during the week, one evening per week, and Saturdays.  The hotline is a place where people can call and get connected to all different food resources.  For FS program, food pantry programs for emergencies.  All of the media that they do points to the hotline.  All the literature they print has the 800 number.  Any time they do something in the newspaper or the tv program, they have the hotline number put up.  The hotline also provides Technical assistance for any of the volunteers out in the field who are helping people fill out their forms.  People can call up and ask “will this do for a verification of income?”  We will do the screenings ourselves, and we’ll be glad to screen them.  
I want to reiterate some of the thigns that Patrick was saying in terms of barriers.  

People do not participate for some general barriers and there are rural barriers.  All of the general ones apply in rural areas as well. 

Lack of knowledge: people think that because they are not on welfare, they don’t qualify, if they have a car they do

Stigma:  people have concerns about welfare not being a good thing right now.  Only poor people get welfare or get food stamps.  To be self sufficient is more important than to have a healthy diet.  The application process itself is abarrier.  It takes too much time and it’s too much trouble for the benefits you get out of it.  They don’t realize that they will get $170 for a family.  They think they’ll just get $50/month.  Everyone thinks that their situation is going to improve in a month anyway.  It takes on average about 5 hours to complete the application process: that means driving in to the welfare office, spending time there, completing the verification, making telephone calls, etc.  A lot of people feel like there’s too much information required (about income, assets, cars, etc.).  That’s an issue for elderly or disabled people.  Often they’re only eligible for $10/month, and theydon’t feel like that’s worth it. 

Language and Transportation are prevalent in rural areas and for seniors.  Language meaning if you speak something other than English, they don’t always speak other languages.  

Transportaiton is the biggest obstacle for rural areas.  Most require face-to-face interviews once a year, or possible more often.  The offices are few and far between.  Even though there are waivers, they aren’t issued often.  Transportation services are limited or non-existance.  If they have a car, it might put them over the asset limit ($6500).  People who live in rural areas have to have good cars to have reliable transportation.  

Also in rural areas, even if people have cars, they might not feel like they can afford the gas to drive the 50 miles to the nearest office.  They don’t know that they’ll qualify, so they could spend 100 miles worth of gas, all that time, with no assurance that they qualify.  A lot of seniors, in particular, do not want to drive to the urban areas/population centers.  They’re willing to drive intheir own area, but not “into to town” because their driving skills aren’t as good as they used to be. People who are home-bound also have these issues.  USDA does have waivers for the face-to-face interview (have someone do it for you or do it over the phone).  If you can do your grocery shopping doesn’t that mean you can come into the welfare office?  And that’s not always the case.  People who are physically home bound, they may have a grocery shopper that will do that for them, but they might not want them to know all their finances to do their application for them.  

Outreach efforts

People don’t congregate necessarily in the same places in rural areas, rather than urban areas.  Schools and churches are good places both in rural and urban areas.  If you can involve church and school leaders to promote programs, then it becomes more of the normal conversation.  That takes care of some of the stigma issues.  It also comes from people that they respect and I think that’s important.  The other places you’ll find people are the local hangouts.  And that has to be done on a really local level to know that (a local farmer’s coop, a local grocery store, a certain butcher store, etc.).  The butcher store was happy to promote it because they would end up benefiting.  The other thing they try to do is figure out where people get their info – in rural areas it’s mostly the newspaper, radio, and the local hangouts.  It might be through free community listings, a press release in an area (with participation rates and explanations, etc.).  Radio is another place that rural areas always listen to.  Radio interviews or PSAs are effective.  

We recently completed a pilot with a local health program.  Thye were really interested in trying to promte all nutrition programs, in particular food stamps and WIC.  They kind of identified some of these places.  What they did, is they went to a local high school and had a poster design contest.  And all of these high schoolers started working on posters.  They gave them taglines like:  Good Nutrition means good health.  Find out about food stamps.  Tell a friend about WIC.  And the 1-800 number.  A local newspaper picked it up and had a full color spread on the posters.  IT went into a local health center as an art show.  They took these designs and put them in several places.  They got $ from a community health network – maybe $3-4,000.  They produced bus signs for the one rural bus route for the back of the bus.  As people are travelling around or waiting for the bus.  And that was the major piece of advertising.  

I don’t know if you have val pak mailings in your part of the country, but they did a little blurb for a val pak mailing.  They have them broken down by zip code, so you can pick the lowest income zip codes with census data.  You can find the lowest income zips and send the mailings to htem.  They made pins and magnets out of some of the designs.  They stuck the designs at frisbees to pass out this summer.  While they are doing all of this, they also did a press release for the news paper and they went to the local cable access, and they had people come and speak on a show that is targeted to local seniors.  I thought that it was a very successful campaign.  This was just recently all rolled out; we don’t have statistics yet on how many people have called from that county to our 1-800 phone number.  

Mark Nord, Team Leader, Food Stamp and Food Security Research, Economic Research Service, USDA
Full circle:  rural welfare reform and rural poverty.  ERS has now detailed me to FSR.  Of cours I retain an interest in rural areas.  And we’re kind of going from the very practical to the more abstract/obtuse.  “Does the decline in food stamp use in rural areas represent less need or less access?”  www.Jcpr.org – working paper

Another publication from ERS (1990s)- Caseload decline in food stamps.  

About 45% of the decline over the period we analyzed which was 95-99, about 45% of the decline was because there were less low income households.  About 55% was because participation by low income households had gone down.  

Character of the Question:  We looked at that 55% and asked why that was so?  Why did participation of more or less eligible households go down?  

One answer is the economy- people are in the low income category, but their income is more stable over the year.  Or it is not as low.  Or they know they’ll be getting work in a few weeks.  We also know participation rates of eligibles has gone down for different reasons: more social stigma, less outreach/awareness, etc.  

Use these 2 classifcations:  less access or less need?  Access includes stigma, etc.  Is it that their felt need for food less and that’s why they don’t go for FS.  Now they have food security information.  

Why these sets of data are particular appropriate for answering this question:

Analysis was done at the national level and the non-metro level.  The story is interesting but it’s not very different.  In both cases, the key group you want to look at is the low income households who are not getting food stamps.  The food security went up substantially from 95 to 99.  23% to 28% in ’99.  The short answer is at least a substantial proportion, well over half of this change in participation was not because people thought they needed less food.  There was less access in this broad sense.  

Most people working in the field probably knew or expected this, but what I was trying to do was document this on a national level for “proof”.  The results for non-metro and national level are pretty much consistent.  There’s no obvious difference in what’s going on.  The declines in food stamp participation are some what similar.  Another paper, using other sources found that participation rates did not go down as much non-metro areas.  I’m a little skeptical.  I found the patterns to be quite similar in metro and non-metro areas.  This doesn’t mean that in certain rural areas there couldn’t be differences.  But taken 

DISCUSSION

Karen D- a new ritual on hunger.  We have a rural day in the state legislative session.  This year, part of what we did was (and this was all donated- no grants or anything).  We had rural elementary schools run a food collection contest and a poster contest on rural anti-hunger.  Then we had the kids came up and we had a couple hundred kids in the capitol in the rotunda.  All of the posters were put up and we had different legislators come and give out the trophies to the kids who won the contest.  The 3,000 lbs of food- that was the winning elementary school.  We had the lietenant governor come and look at the kids posters, not give a talk or anything high profile.  He went around to the posters and talk to the kids who made the posters.  We’re going to do it every year.  And the kids got a bag of goodies, a tour of the capitol, etc.  If you want to hook people on rural food issues, using kids is effective for the legislators.  The kids had just so much fervor.  

Dianne:  I would toss this to any of the speakers.  I am very curious about the role that states are playing in notifying or not notifying folks about their eligibility at the time that they are severed from TANF.  

Patrick W:  Before I was in this job, just a month ago, I was on the principle author of the non-citizen eligibility and certification of PRWORA that was issued on nov 21 of last year.  As part of that rule making, we had numerous comments from advocate groups and others about the lack of notification and the way TANF recipients were just shuffled off of TANF and the food stamp program.  In that final rule we basically required states on the front end to advise applicants that food stamps is different from TANF.  There’s no time limits and the TANF rules don’t apply to fodo stamps normally. If you are not eligible for TANF, you may still be eligible for food stamps.  Then once a household gets on TANF and then for whatever reason (jobs) they decide to leave TANF, then before the TANF case is closed, the agent is supposed to make a determination of their food stamp eligibility. They can’t just get kicked off and be told to reapply another time for food tsamps.  Before they close the case, they really need to determine if they’re eligible for FS.  There’s a provision for “transitional” food stamp benefits for households leaving TANF.  You’ll basically get food stamps for the next 3 months at the prior level.  It gives people more of a transition.  They don’t have to report for 3 months, but then at the end of that 3 months, it’s re-evaluated to see if you’re still eligible or still desire food stamps. 

Mark:  I’d like to give a reflection from survey work with a contract from ERS>  I’m not sure this is published yet.  It’s an important perspective from this research.  This was a survey somewhat randomized, but in particular states, to see what was ACTUALLY going on in state offices (not what the reg said!).  There weren’ deliberate attempts to prohibit people know about food stamps.  It does take a very proactive action to keep people informed about food stamps.  People quite often are taken off of TANF just because they drop out and don’t come in about it.  Unless there’s information in the beginning or if there is proactive efforts to track people down and inform them of the rules/regs.  It’s important to know this. 

Karen:  at a practical level, in Massachusetts.  Everyone receives at the end of TANF they receive a computer printout.  IT’s not that it’s written in completely hard-to-read language, but it’s not written clearly.  And the first line says “ you are no longer eligible for benefits”.  IT doesn’t say until the 2nd paragraph that you may still qualify for food stamps.  For practical purposes, no one goes beyond that.  (all throughout their TANF requirements they hear about when they’re going to be losing their benefits.  It’s always said in the plural form, so they hear that message a lot).  We even have something in effect that everyone receives one month of FS benefits beyond their TANF, but they get confused as to when their benefits end.  We’re really looking forward to implementing the 3-month policy.  That’ll give us more of a chance to inform people about eligibility; hoping that will make a big difference in the paricipation rates.  The caseworkers get confused because the rules for the Food stamp are different than the TANF regs.  They sometimes assume that they’re all the same.  We have run into problems with misinformation being passed along to consumers.  And that means people get cut off from the benefits by accident or due to inaccuracies.  

Dianne:  I actually started out in social services doing eligibility for food stamps and medical.  This is a fascinating déjà vu experience for me.  It’s strikingly similar.  The place I’m curious about is the issue with seniors.  They’re held for the same eligibility requirements, although their life situation is very different.  Has there been any look at all to simplify or modify the application process to take into account their situation.  

Patrick:  I’m very proud of my involvement with the sky cap project in south carolina.  This was a collaborative effort between the southeast regional office, the social security administraiton in region 4 and the state of SC.  It involved a very simplified application process at social security district office.  Where folks who are eligible and have applied for SSI, have become eligible, basically check off a box I want stamps when their claim is approved, then it goes to the state office and they’d be put on a standard benefit amount.  Basically, if a person had high medical expenses or high something else, they always have the opportunity to apply at the county department.  For many of them, it was an extremely simple process.  The benefits would start from the social security office.  They basically have to fill out something that says “I’m still alive” every year.  We’d struggled for years down in atlanta to roll this out to more states.  Finally we are starting to expand that to other states.  It’s limited to the SSI population, but they are the most likely to be in need or to be eligible.  I’m extremely proud and happy to start that program.  And to have it expand to other states.  I hope it will be a trend.  My vision is that this will move from a demo project status to being an option that is allowed for states under the food stamp act.  I’m hoping that this will be given statuory status at some point.  

Dianne M:  we have a new administration and shortly we’ll have a new assistant secretary for aging at HHS.  And it might be an opportune time to raise this.  

Patrick:  Texas is one fo the states that is implementing this.  Our under secretary designate is a former texas official for welfare office.  The food stamp program is reauthorized in another year or so.  Hoping that program simplification will be enacted into law.  

Reauthorization:  There’s a lot of talk about simplifying the program in general. But with simplification, costs may go up.  So I am not sure how simple we can make it without significantly increasing costs.  I’m hoping that at least for the SSI recipients, we can have this enacted for them.  

Don Shircel:  Fairbanks, Alaska – tanana chiefs.  In regards to reauthorization and in particular in regards to tribal populations, there are well over 550 tribes throughout the country. Most of them are in rural areas.  And certainly a recent study by the Food research and action center in the last 25 years of the WIC program.  They indicated some of the information from USDA (talking about nutrition in indian country), and basically they indicated that uSDA indicated that over 22% households were food insecure from 95-98.  Not only food insecurity with hunger : 8%.  PRWORA has opened the doors for tribal programs to administer their own program.  Over 100 tribes are under 3 regional operations.  One of the things that the FRAC publications noted was the success of tribally-administered WIC programs.  PRWORA did not include tribal-administration of food stamps.  What were your feelings as far as getting food to people who need it in tribes?  What about the possibility of tribal-administered FS programs.  

Patrick:  Current law does permit this, but there’s a high hurdle to get over.  The state welfare office has to prove that the welfare state office is failing ot meet the needs of the tribe.  People have not been able to clear that bar yet.  The program is very complicated and if the tribal government would have to take up all the responsibilities (finacially liable) for things like overpayment.  Unless the law is changed to make it a little more friendly, I’m not sure that it’s realistic.  There’s not a whole lot of incentives.  That’s not to say that that won’t be considered in reauthorization.  In the current set-up, even if the tribal gov’t would want to do it, the liability issue would be kind of daunting, in addition to showing the incompetency of the welfare office.  

Dan:  I appreciate your comments I think, heard much of the same issue with welfare offices – with the penalties, etc.  some have elected as you are aware have elected to rise to the occasion.  We have extensive electronic reporting requirements, etc., and tribes have risen to the occasion on this.  As far as current statute, and being able to prove that a state program is or is not sufficient.  That 22% of all native american families living in situations of food insecurity, well that seems pretty daunting.  I think certainly as an option for those tribes who have the capacity, it certainly is soemthing that USDA will be hearing about sometime soon.  

Patrick:  it may be that it’ll be possible to have a slightly different/simplified food stamp program that can be operated on indian reservations in concert with TANF.  There are all kinds of possibilities.  

Karen Plattes:  There are ways that things can be simplified for all rural areas.  Allowing state agencies to take advantage of letting people not come in for their face-to-face agencies.  FL is very good about granting waivers because there are so many elderly people.  In other states they really push the face-to-face interview.  Also, allowing one car, regardless of the value of the car.  That’s a huge issue for people in rural communities.  The amount for a car was set as $4500 and didn’t get revised until a few years ago and then it only went up to $5000.  Either make a more rasonable amount, or just say 1 car, regardless of value.  The whole issue of the state agency or the tribal council making sure that their error rates are low in terms of amounts of food stamps that are given out, needs to be looked at as far as reporting requirements to USDA, serving the population.  If 28% of the people are leaving TANF are food insecure and not getting FS.  Not just if epople are getting the most precise amount of food stamps.  One of the things that doesn’t get measured but should be:  how many people get turned away without hitting the statistics line.  They may go in and are told incorrectly that they are not eligible for food stamps or are discouraged in some way in submitting an application, or they never get through on the phone number.  These people never show up on the statistics anywhere.  These are all concerns for reauthorization.  There’s going to be a movement to allow states to block grant the program, and I am concerned that we do not support this as advocates or groups of people who serve low-income families.  Then the state can do whatever it wants (through block grants) by cashing it out or making it part of their tanf grant.  We know that people who receive food stamps do receive better nutrition.  

Patrick:  some states may be interested in block grants, but for the most part, states don’t want to do that. Congress is continually trying to take the TANF money back, so they just don’t want to deal with that issue.  Then, trying to formulate their own food stamp program would be complicated/daunting for most states.  There may be some idealogues who may press the issue, but I don’t think practically that the states are very interested in block granting.  

Mark:  food security in the south should be coming out soon.  

IV.
Future Meetings

· June Conference Call:  Scheduled for June 14th at 2:30pm EST. 

Do you have any questions, comments or concerns?  Please feel free to contact: 

Sarah Vokes

NRDP Truman Fellow

Department of Health & Human Services

Phone: 202-690-6093

Fax: 202-690-5672

Email: sarah.vokes@hhs.gov
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