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Representative Baca and Members of the Committee, thank you for providing me with the
opportunity to testify today. | am Janet Murguia, President and CEO of the National Council of
LaRaza (NCLR). NCLR isaprivate, nonprofit, nonpartisan organization established in 1968 to
reduce poverty and discrimination and improve opportunities for this nation’s Hispanics.! Asthe
largest national Hispanic civil rights and advocacy organization in the United States, NCLR
serves all Hispanic subgroupsin all regions of the country and reaches millions each year
through its network of nearly 300 affiliated community-based organizations.

Over the past decade, NCLR has focused on improving the health status of Latinos to enable
them to meet their full ability to pursue education and economic prospects. Given the high
incidence of nutrition-related diseases affecting Latinos, NCLR works to increase Latino
families’ access to affordable and healthy foods. For example, nearly all immigrants were
severely restricted from food stamps in 1996, and NCLR campaigned to restore eligibility to
many legal immigrant households during the reauthorization of the 2002 Farm Bill. In
December 2006, in an ongoing effort to bring more attention to food insecurity within the
broader Latino community, NCLR released a research report entitled Sn Provecho: Latinos and
Food Insecurity. The report profiled the impact of food insecurity and hunger among L atinos
and the effectiveness of federal food assistance programs in improving nutritional status.

Background

The last decennial Census reported that from 1990 to 2000, the Latino community grew by
almost 60%. Currently, there are more than 42 million Latinosin the U.S., constituting 14% of
the total U.S. population. While data show that the general U.S. population is aging, Latinos
remain arelatively young group, with a median age just under 27 years old, compared to a
median age of 36 years for the U.S. population.? Further, more than one in three (34%) Latinos
isachild.

In addition, Latinos are a significant and growing part of the U.S. economy and maintain the
highest labor force participation rate in the U.S. compared to their peers.® At the sametime,
incomes for Latinos continue to lag behind those of their counterparts. The typical weekly
earnings of Hispanics who work full time ($489) are significantly lower than those of Blacks
($569) and only two-thirds of what Whites earn ($702).* In 2005, more than one in five (21.8%)
L atinos was poor, facing numerous threats to well-being.® Latino families with children also are
at high risk of experiencing poverty (24.4%). Insufficient economic resources are the most
common reason for families being forced to make difficult choices about household expenses,
food is often one of the first necessities to be compromised.

Given that Latinos are arelatively young and growing population, it is vitally important to invest
in the appropriate supports to ensure that families can gain food security. Inadequate nutrition
can deeply disrupt a person’slife, be detrimental to a child’s development, and ultimately leaves
peopleill-prepared for future opportunities in education, work, and many other aspects of their
lives.

! The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau and throughout this
document to identify persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central and South American, Dominican, Spanish,
and other Hispanic descent; they may be of any race.



The Effect of Food Insecurity in the Latino Community

According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Hispanic household food
insecurity rate (17.9%) istwice as high as the rate for non-Hispanic White households (8.2%),
the most food secure.® In addition, Latino households with children have even higher rates of
food insecurity; 21.6% of these households experience food insecurity compared to 11.8% of
similar White households. Because of the dearth of resources in many Latino households, their
ability to make food purchases isrestricted. While the typical non-Hispanic White U.S.
household spends $45 per person each week for food, Hispanic househol ds spend 25% less, just
$33 weekly per person.” Furthermore, food insecure Hispanic households typically do not spend
enough to meet the minimum thresholds of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP), the “bare bones” food
plan designed by the USDA as a guide for families during food deficit energencies.?

A survey in the Journal of Nutrition found that some of the consequences of food insecurity
include “hunger pangs, fatigue, lack of concentration at school, low work capacity, stress,
disrupted household dynamics, and distorted means of food acquisition and management.”®
Respondents to the survey reported “depression, increased need for health care, and decreased
participation in social activities.”*°

Families will go to great lengths to keep their children from going hungry, which iswhy itisso
alarming that many Latino children do not have adequate resources for a nutritious diet. Food
insecure children are twice as likely to bein fair or poor health.'* Further, a survey of parents of
low-income, young L atino children who are food insecure found that they are two times more
likely to note developmental concerns, including risks of developmental delays or disabilities,
than househol ds with children who have adequate resources for food.** Even small cognitive
changes can have lasting impacts on a child’s education. Even when a child experiences even
mild levels of food insecurity, data suggest that school performance and social skills are
comprised.™

There is also mounting evidence that the overweight and obesity trends in the United States are
due, in part, to high levels of food insecurity.** The coping mechanisms associated with
inadequate food resources — such as overeating when food is available, compromising the quality
of food in order to consume higher quantities, and even skipping meal's, which causes metabolic
shifts— can result in a higher propensity for weight gain. While food insecurity persistsin the
Latino community, thereis also arising trend of obesity. One recent study found that among
Latino preschoolers — children in the critical stages of growth — nearly one-quarter (24.4%) were
identified as obese.™

Food insecurity also has a broader impact on society. Theincreased risk for and severity of
sickness and disease that results from food insecurity can create a demand for more physician
time, extensive levels of treatment, and greater rates of hospitalization — all of which require
more money and resources. The health care costs associated with increased illness due to food
insecurity not only fall on individuals who suffer from these effects, but ultimately add strain to
the entire health care system.



The Food Stamp Program Provides Resourcesfor Improved Nutrition

The Food Stamp Program has demonstrated great success in hel ping households to become more
food secure and continues to be an important income supplement for families experiencing
hardship. While overall prevalence of food insecurity with hunger is higher among food stamp
participants than in nonparticipant households, food security rates among participants have
increased at higher rates compared to those of nonparticipants.*

In addition, the educational benefits of participating in this program contribute to families
achieving a higher level of nutrition. Food Stamp Program participants are more likely than low-
income nonparticipants to lack confidence about their knowledge of good dietary practices and
the quality of their diet. However, they benefit from nutrition education, which promotes
consumption of healthier foods, a balanced diet, and physical activity. The results can beseenin
the healthier choices they make in grocery stores.'” Further, the education of adult participantsis
likely to have lasting impact on the younger family members, encouraging children to make
healthy choicesin and outside of the household. Although it isdifficult to establish adirect
causal relationship between participation and health outcomes because of the added effects of the
program on reducing poverty and improving socioeconomic status, data show that participants
are able to make more deliberate choices that maximize the nutrition content of their food. In
fact, despite rising obesity rates throughout the country for the population overall, women who
participated in the Food Stamp Program from 1999 to 2002 were less likely to be overweight and
were able to keep their weight relatively steady compared to nonparticipants.*®

Although food security is heightened for families who receive food stamps, the benefit amount
that is currently allotted does not allow most families to meet their full nutrition needs. For
instance, a study carried out in Massachusetts found that families receiving the maximum food
benefit would run significant budget deficitsif purchasing the Thrifty Food Plan.'® Further,
more than eight in ten (84%) families participating in the Food Stamp Program have food stamp
allotments that will not last more than three weeks.?

Latino Participation in the Food Stamp Program

Latinos are missing out on many of the Food Stamp Program’s benefits because their rates of
participation are lower than those of their White and Black counterparts. Although more than
eight million Hispanics were eligible for the Food Stamp Program in 2004, only 51.5% of
eligibles participated, compared to the participation rates of non-Hispanic Whites (57.7%) and
non-Hispanic Blacks (73.1%). These data suggest that at |east three million eligible Hispanic-
headed households are not participating in the Food Stamp Program.?

L atinos continue to face a number of barriersthat hinder their opportunity to participate in the
program. In addition to the general administrative challenges that families face when trying to
access the Food Stamp Program, Latinos encounter numerous deterrents that influence their
willingness and ability to seek food assistance services. These barriersinclude alack of
culturally- and linguistically-appropriate outreach and information, decreased accessibility to
food stamp offices, confusion regarding eligibility, and fear of reporting.

Further, although food stamp access was partially restored to immigrants in 2002, many who
have arrived after August 22, 1996 face a series of complex rules. The restrictions expressly bar



the maority of adult immigrants from accessing the program simply due to their legal immigrant
status for the first five years that they livein the U.S. While legal immigrant children and citizen
children are fully eligible for food stamp benefits, many children in noncitizen families are being
left behind due to these restrictions. The USDA reports that only half of eligible citizen children
(51.5%) in noncitizen-headed households participate in the Food Stamp Program, far below the
participation rate of all eligible children (81.5%).% With the exception of asmall boost in
participation rates after restorations were enacted in 2003, the gapsin participation for citizen
children living in immigrant households have been largely consistent.

Farm Bill Reauthorization: Strengthening the Food Stamp Program

Although the Food Stamp Program plays a vital role in reducing hunger, improvementsto the
program would greatly help to diminish food insecurity. In particular, NCLR believes that the
following policies are key to ensuring that low-income Latinos have a greater opportunity to
achieve food security:

e Restore full accessto the Food Stamp Program for legal immigrants. The 2002 Farm
Bill ensured that many more lawfully-present immigrants were able to access the
program and achieve greater food security. We can build upon this success by restoring
access to the many immigrant households who remain ineligible. The Food Stamp
Program should eliminate the complexity of these rules by ensuring equitable treatment
of all lawfully-present immigrants. Taking this step will not only restore equity for
lawfully-present immigrants, but also ensure that eligible family members, mainly
children, will also seek participation in the program.

e Increase outreach resources to improve enrollment of eligible Latinos. NCLR
recommends the establishment of targeted community-based outreach and enrollment
programs that could be piloted in the Latino community. Latinos’ participation in the
Food Stamp Program remains low; only half (52.5%) of eligible Latinos receive
assistance through the program. The USDA has been involved in outreach efforts;
however, confusion and fear related to igibility, distrust of and unfamiliarity with
government systems, language barriers, and lower awareness of available resources all
play arolein low participation. Latinos need to play a greater role at the community
level, ensuring that those eligible are connected to the program. A proven successful
practice of disseminating health-related materials in the Latino community is the use of
lay health educators (promotores de salud), who often serve as a connector between
Latinos and social service programs. Similarly, creating culturally- and linguistically-
appropriate materials and programs for federal food assistance programs could be helpful
in connecting eligible food insecure families to essential resources from federal agencies.
NCLR recommends that the Farm Bill establish pilot programs that enable community-
based organizations carry out outreach and enrollment activities.

e Maintain entitlement structure of the Food Stamp Program. Food stamps should be
available to all families who are need-€eligible. Food stamps have been very successful in
alleviating food insecurity as they are able to adjust — expanding and contracting — to
ensure that families can immediately access food. Restrictions that limit the capacity of
the program, for instance, by capping enrollment or block granting the program, would be



detrimental. The entitlement structure allows the program to more effectively reach food
insecure individuals and families in times of recession or when need increases
unexpectedly.

¢ Increase the food stamp benefit. The value of food stamp benefits has declined over time
for al participants. The minimum and maximum benefit level must be adjusted to reflect
the fair cost of nutritious foods. The Thrifty Food Plan, which affords most families just
one dollar per person for each meal, should be the minimum benefit for families.
Otherwise, many of the poorest families will continue to find themselves cutting corners,
often sacrificing the quality of food and nutritional content in order to stave off hunger.

Conclusion

Food insecurity isareal risk to Latino children’s future prosperity and well-being, but it can be
overcome by strengthening the food assistance network in the United States. During the
reauthorization of the Farm Bill this year, there is an the opportunity to ensure that the Food
Stamps program is more accessible for Latino families by simplifying laws related to legal
immigrant eligibility and ensuring that families can navigate the enrollment process. Finally, the
Food Stamp Program should provide practical levels of financial support needed for healthy food
purchasing.
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