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On behalf of the Cleveland Foodbank, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony today. 

The Cleveland Foodbank serves over 230,000 peoplei in a six county service territory and last 

year distributed enough food for 27 million meals.ii Our food bank is a member of the Ohio 

Association of Second Harvest Foodbanks, a 12-member association working to secure 

resources and advocate for policies on behalf of food banks and hungry people. We are also a 

member of Feeding America, a national network of over 200 food banks working in partnership 

with 61,000 local agencies like soup kitchens, emergency shelters, and food pantries to serve 37 

million people each year, including 14 million children and 3 million seniors.iii  

 

The Role of Food Banking 

 

In Ohio, 17.1 percent of individuals are food insecure, nearly 2 million people.iv This is 

unacceptable and ensuring access to adequate nutrition for low-income families should be a 

priority for our nation. In addition to our traditional role distributing emergency food, many 

food banks are now operating a variety of programs to meet the needs of food insecure people. 

The face, geography and timeline of hunger are not uniform, and a range of complementary 

programs and tactics are necessary to serve clients of different ages or mobility levels; families 

with temporary, episodic, or long-term need; and communities spanning rural and urban, low- 

and high-income areas. We leverage federal and state programs and partner with diverse 

private, non-profit, and public stakeholders. 

 

In 2011, the Cleveland Food Bank provided 34 million pounds of food for distribution through 

450 local agencies.v We rely on a variety of public and private sources for the food we receive 

and distribute. The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) is particularly important and 

provides about 27 percent of food at our food bank and 25 percent of the food moving through 
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Feeding America’s national network of food banks.vi Food banks supplement TEFAP with a range 

of other food streams, including food donated from grocery retailers, food manufacturers, state 

agencies and food purchased using charitable contributions.  At the Cleveland Foodbank, in 

addition to the 27 percent of our food that comes from TEFAP, we receive 11 percent from 

retailers, 21 percent from national and local manufacturers, and 21 percent from the State of 

Ohio and purchase the remaining 20 percent.vii Policies such as the charitable tax deduction, the 

enhanced food donation tax deduction, and even the reduced non-profit mailing rate support 

our efforts to raise much needed food and funds.  

 

About 34 percent of our client households include children under age 18, and 15 percent include 

seniors age 65 and over.viii  These particularly vulnerable populations cause extra concern. 

Research has shown that children cannot grow and learn properly without good nutrition, and a 

lack of adequate nutrition for children has a lasting impact.  Seniors are more likely to have 

difficulty preparing or consuming food due to limited mobility, cognitive impairments, and other 

age-related conditions.ix We have programs specifically targeted toward children that 

supplement the school lunch and breakfast program.  We have afterschool meals, weekend 

backpacks, summer feeding, and nutrition education geared toward vulnerable children to help 

them develop and grow. We also operate programs targeted specifically at vulnerable seniors. 

In recognition of the limited mobility that many in this population face, we distribute 

Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) senior food packages and operate a mobile 

pantry in a senior high rise facility.  

 

Because 79 percent of our client households have income at or below 100 percent of the federal 

poverty guideline, we conduct outreach to connect those clients with the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).x This outreach is especially important for clients in need of 

more than just short-term food assistance. We operate mobile food pantries to reach clients in 

rural and underserved areas and partner with local farmers’ markets to increase access in urban 

food deserts. 

 

Too often hunger and obesity present dual burdens for low-income families. We have a 

Nutrition Academy that trains our local agencies in how to cook healthy meals, buy healthy 

ingredients on a budget, educate their clients about the effects of good nutrition on their 
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health, and experience how good vegetables they might be unfamiliar with can taste. We also 

provide nutrition education utilizing community gardens, and educational materials to help low-

income individuals and children learn how to grow, and prepare a nutritious meal using the food 

they have grown, cared for and harvested.  

 

We leverage strong relationships with local farmers to increase our distribution of fresh 

produce. Through generous support from the state of Ohio, our state network of food banks is 

the largest purchaser of Ohio produce. This supports our aggressive produce purchasing 

initiatives aimed at increasing the amount of fresh produce available to our clients. We are in 

conversation with local partners about establishing a flash-freezing facility that would enable us 

to store produce so we can make frozen fruits and vegetables available to our clients during the 

winter as well.  

 

Increasing Demand for Food Assistance 

 

The Cleveland Foodbank and food banks around the country have seen a significant increase in 

the need for food assistance in the last several years due to the recession.  Though Ohio’s 

unemployment rate has recently dipped to 7.9 percent, it remains higher in some of the areas 

we serve, and poverty and food insecurity are still higher than ever.xi Many people are working 

but scraping by on reduced wages as they have seen their hours cut back. Our state, too, is 

suffering from the mortgage crisis that has families struggling to hold onto their homes. Even as 

the unemployment rate begins to fall, we continue to see increases in need. Some of these are 

families who held on as long as they could, spending down savings and cutting expenses, but 

who could not quite ride out the recession. 

 

The face of hunger in America is a family making difficult choices between basic necessities. It is 

a family choosing between paying the mortgage or putting food on the table. It is a senior 

choosing between buying medicine or food. According to Hunger in America 2010, a quadrennial 

study by Feeding America, 39 percent of Cleveland Foodbank client households reported 

choosing between food and utilities, 35 percent between food and health care, and 27 percent 

between food and housing.xii  
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What is unique about the elevated need in this recession is that many families are accessing 

food assistance for the first time. Some of our volunteers who used to make regular donations 

to the food bank are now regular clients. But while hunger’s encroachment into the middle class 

has received a lot of attention, we must not forget that this recent spike in demand and the new 

faces we are seeing were built on top of a long-term, underlying poverty problem whereby 

families struggle to attain economic opportunity and self-sufficiency. 

 

The increased hardship brought by the recession has demonstrated both the tremendous 

effectiveness of the nutrition safety net and also revealed a few weak points that Congress has 

an opportunity to address in the 2012 Farm Bill reauthorization. 

 

The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) 

 

TEFAP is truly the foundation of the emergency food system, supplying about 25 percent of all 

the food moving through Feeding America’s national network of food banks and 27 percent of 

the food provided to Cleveland Foodbank in 2011 – enough for about 7 million meals.xiii TEFAP is 

a means-tested federal program that provides food commodities at no cost to Americans in 

need of food assistance through emergency food providers like food banks, pantries, soup 

kitchens, and shelters.xiv   

 

There are three main funding streams through TEFAP. Mandatory TEFAP commodities were set 

at $250 million annually in the 2008 Farm Bill and adjust annually for food price inflation. Bonus 

TEFAP commodities are provided when USDA purchases surplus commodities to stabilize weak 
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agricultural markets or purchases commodities to meet the Farm Bill specialty crop purchase 

requirement. TEFAP storage and distribution funding is funded separately through the annual 

appropriations process and provides states with funding to assist food banks and other 

emergency food providers in defraying the costs to store, transport and distribute this food .   

 

TEFAP has a strong, positive impact on America’s farm economy. All commodity products made 

available by USDA are produced in America. Producers of commodities provided through bonus 

TEFAP purchases receive an estimated 85 cents per dollar of Federal expenditure. Producers of 

commodities provided through TEFAP mandatory purchases receive about 27 cents per dollar.xv 

By contrast, only about 16 cents of every retail food dollar goes back to the farmer.xvi 

 

TEFAP commodities are also high in nutritional value. USDA selects foods for TEFAP that are low 

in sugar, salt, and fat as recommended by the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. TEFAP foods 

include fruits canned in water or light syrup, low-sodium canned vegetables, and leaner meats. 

A January 2012 USDA study rated TEFAP foods at 88.9xvii on the Healthy Eating Index (HEI), 

significantly higher than the HEI score of 57.5xviii for the average American diet. Vegetables and 

fruits represent 33 percent of food by weight delivered through TEFAP, with proteins comprising 

another 33 percent.  Cereals, grains, starches, milk, and oil make up the remainder.xix Last year, 

for example, the Cleveland Foodbank received 1 percent milk, whole chickens, fresh oranges, 

fresh potatoes, and applesauce among other items. These products are invaluable when, like us, 

you consider nutrition to be a high priority. 

 

Because the variety and quantity of charitable food donations fluctuate month-to-month, TEFAP 

commodities enable emergency food providers to acquire types of items that may be lacking in 

donations from private entities. Unfortunately, the need for emergency food assistance has 

outpaced supply, in part because of sharp declines in TEFAP bonus commodities at a time of 

high unemployment, leaving food banks without a strong base supply of food.  

 

Recent high food prices and strong agricultural markets have led to less USDA intervention in 

the agriculture economy, resulting in a 30 percent drop in TEFAP commodity purchases in 

FY2011.xx In FY2011, TEFAP provided approximately $459 million worth of nutrition food 

commodities, compared to $655 million in FY2010. Bonus TEFAP commodities provide a 
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substantial portion of overall TEFAP commodity support. For example, in 2011, the Cleveland 

Foodbank received 5.1 million pounds of mandatory TEFAP commodities and 4 million pounds of 

bonus TEFAP commodities.xxi Thus declines in bonus TEFAP purchases have a significant impact 

on our ability to serve our clients. In 2012, the Cleveland Foodbank expects bonus TEFAP 

commodities to drop to 2.3 million pounds, a more than 42 percent decline from the already 

much lower levels we saw in 2011.xxii 

 

This drop off is occurring at a time when food banks are experiencing sharply increased need 

due to widespread unemployment and reduced wages. Feeding America’s national network of 

food banks experienced a 46 percent increase in demand for food assistance from 2006 to 

2010.xxiii Many food banks continue to report increases in demand and are struggling to make up 

the difference.  At the Cleveland Food bank, the declines in available TEFAP commodities 

combined with significant increases in demand have hit us hard. We are forced to increase the 

amount of food we purchase, and are working aggressively to raise the necessary funds, so that 

we have enough food to provide for our clients.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Federal Spending on TEFAP Food and Funds: FY2009-FY2012 (millions) 

Figure 2 
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There are three important steps that the Committee can take in the Farm Bill to prevent such 

significant shortfalls between supply and demand. First, increase mandatory funding for TEFAP 

commodities to better reflect the rising demand for food assistance resulting from higher 

unemployment and food insecurity. We are grateful that the Committee recognized this need in 

its recommendations to the Super Committee of a $100 million increase in TEFAP over 10 years. 

However, nationally, TEFAP saw a nearly $200 million decline in 2011 alone, and more funding is 

urgently needed. The Committee should also enhance the Secretary of Agriculture’s authority to 

purchase bonus commodities not only when agriculture markets are weak but also when the 

economy is weak and the need for emergency food assistance is high so the program is 

responsive to both excess supply and excess need. High need could be defined by elevated 

unemployment, food insecurity, and poverty, or by the designation of large-scale regional or 

national disasters. Finally, the Committee should designate that a portion of the specialty crop 

purchase requirement be provided to food banks.  

 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 

 

SNAP is the foundation of the nutrition assistance safety net, delivering monthly benefits to 46 

million participants through electronic debit (EBT) cards that can be used to purchase groceries 

at over 200,000 authorized retailers nationwide.xxiv One of the strongest features of SNAP is its 

ability to adjust quickly to fluctuations in economic conditions, whether nationally as during the 

recent recession, or locally as in response to a plant closing or natural disaster, providing 

benefits that are timely, targeted, and temporary.  SNAP’s responsiveness to unemployment 

proved it to be one of the most effective safety net programs during the recent recession, 

providing families with a stable source of food. As the number of unemployed people increased 

by 94 percent from 2007 to 2011, SNAP responded with a 70 percent increase in participation 

over the same period.xxv  

 

SNAP benefits are also targeted at our most vulnerable. 76 percent of SNAP households 

included a child, elderly person, or disabled person, and these households receive 84 percent of 

all SNAP benefits. xxvi While SNAP serves households with income up to 130 percent of poverty, 

the vast majority of SNAP households have income well below the maximum. 85 percent of 

SNAP households have gross income at or below 100 percent of the poverty line, or $22,350 for 
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SNAP Projected to Shrink as a Share of GDP 
 

 

Figure 3 

a family of four, and these households receive 93 percent of all benefits.xxvii Similarly, SNAP rules 

limit eligibility to households with assets of no more than $2000, but most SNAP households fall 

far short of the maximum, and the average SNAP household has assets of only $333. xxviii  

 

Finally, SNAP provides benefits that are temporary. The average amount of time a new 

participant spends on SNAP is about 10 months, and the SNAP benefit formula is structured to 

provide a strong work incentive. xxix For every additional dollar a SNAP participant earns, their 

benefits decline by about 24 to 36 cents, not a full dollar, so participants have incentive to find a 

job, work longer hours, or seek better-paying employment.  

  

SNAP is a highly efficient program and its accuracy rate of 96.19 percent is one the highest 

among federal programs.xxx Two-thirds of all SNAP payment errors are a result of caseworker 

error and nearly 20 percent of payment errors are underpayments, which occur when 

participants receive less in benefits than the amount for which they are eligible.xxxi 

 

Because SNAP participation follows trends in 

poverty and unemployment, as the economy 

recovers and unemployment and poverty fall, 

SNAP participation will decline. The 

Congressional Budget Office projects that 

SNAP will shrink to nearly pre-recession levels 

as the economy recovers and need abates; 

however, these declines will take time, and 

past recessions demonstrate a lag time between falling unemployment and declining SNAP 

participation. Even as jobs become available, families may not be able to regain their pre-

recession income. With heavy competition for jobs, workers with higher education and skills will 

get back to work first, while recovery for low-income workers will take longer. It is critical that 

Congress protect the current structure of SNAP and oppose efforts to block grant the program 

to allow it to continue to respond effectively to fluctuations in need.  

 

The recent recession also highlighted the inadequacy of the SNAP benefit. For many families, 

SNAP benefits do not last the entire month. The average monthly SNAP benefit per person was 
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$133.85 in Fiscal Year 2011, or less than $1.50 per person per meal, xxxii hardly enough for an 

adequate nutritious diet. Most SNAP benefits are used up before the end of the month, with 90 

percent of benefits redeemed by day 21.xxxiii As a result, many SNAP participants regularly turn 

to food banks to make up the difference. A September 2011 Feeding America study found that 

58 percent of food pantry clients receiving SNAP benefits turn to food pantries for assistance for 

at least 6 months out of the year.xxxiv 

 

In recognition of SNAP benefit inadequacy and the increased need for food assistance in the 

recession, Congress provided a temporary boost to SNAP benefit levels in the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). A U.S. Department of Agriculture study demonstrated 

that this boost reduced food insecurity even as poverty and unemployment continued to grow, 

underscoring the need for increased benefit levels in order to make progress against hunger.xxxv 

Unfortunately, Congress rescinded part of the boost to pay for legislation in 2010, which will 

subject families to a sharp cliff in benefit levels on November 1, 2013 rather than allowing the 

boost to phase out gradually as intended. Congress should restore the cut to the SNAP ARRA 

benefit boost used to pay for the 2010 child nutrition bill and phase out the boost in a way that 

protects families from a cliff in benefit levels. In the long-term, Congress should consider 

permanent improvements to benefit adequacy to make greater progress against hunger and 

enable families to afford more nutritious foods. 

 

Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) 

 

CSFP provides nutritious monthly food packages to low-income participants, nearly 97 percent 

of whom are seniors living at or below 130 percent of poverty ($14,157 for a senior living 

alone).xxxvi Nationally the program serves nearly 600,000 people each month, including over 

20,000 in Ohio.xxxvii The program is designed to meet the unique nutritional needs of 

participants, supplementing diets with a monthly package of healthy, nutritious USDA 

commodities, helping to combat the poor health conditions often found in food insecure 

seniors. The senior population is increasing every day and will continue to grow.  They will live 

longer, many on fixed incomes that will not keep pace with inflation, increasing the risk of senior 

food insecurity.  
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According to National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey data, food insecure seniors over 

the age of 60 are significantly more likely to have lower intakes of major vitamins, to be in poor 

or fair health, and to have limitations in activities of daily living.xxxviii A January 2012 USDA study 

found that the CSFP senior food package provides 23 percent of seniors’ total energy needs and 

contained a third or more of the recommended daily reference intake (DRI)xxxix for protein, 

calcium, vitamins A and C, and several B vitamins.xl  The report rated CSFP’s senior food package 

at 76.6 on the Healthy Eating Index (HEI), significantly higher than the HEI score of 57.5 for the 

average American diet.xli 

 

CSFP leverages government buying power to maximize the impact of the monthly food package. 

The USDA commodity foods included in the package are all American produced products. While 

the cost to USDA to provide the food package is about $20 per month, the average retail value is 

$50, making it a highly efficient use of federal dollars.xlii 

 

CSFP also serves a small number of women, infants, and children up to age six living at or below 

185 percent of poverty, reflecting the fact that CSFP was the precursor to WIC.xliii However, 

nearly 97 percent of participants are seniorsxliv. In recognition of CSFP’s evolution to serving 

primarily seniors, Ohio made CSFP a seniors-only program in 2010, and both Feeding America 

and the National Commodity Supplemental Food Program Association recommend that 

Congress make CSFP a seniors-only program in the upcoming Farm Bill. This transition should 

protect women, infants, and children currently enrolled in the program by grandfathering their 

participation until they are no longer eligible for the program under current rules. 

 

Nutrition Promotion 

 

Nutrition education has become a big part of what we do because of the special difficulties 

faced by the clients our agencies serve in affording a nutritious diet. In Ohio, one-third of our 

children will be obese by the time they reach Kindergarten.xlv Lack of access to affordable, 

nutritious foods, inadequate resources and community factors can often lead to the dual burden 

of food insecurity and obesity.  The Cleveland Foodbank now offers education on helping clients 

shop on a budget and offer cooking classes and demonstrations of healthy foods. We also 

provide healthy recipes using produce and education to children on gardening.  We work with 
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the American Diabetes Association and the American Heart Association so that we can 

coordinate efforts to promote healthy eating.  

 

SNAP nutrition education (SNAP-Ed) helps families maximize limited benefits and improves their 

nutrition and health.  SNAP-Ed initiatives around the country have demonstrated increased 

consumption of fruits and vegetables, changed food purchasing habits, and decreased likelihood 

of being overweight.xlvi  Many food banks are leveraging SNAP-Ed dollars to help their clients 

maximize their limited food budgets through nutrition education programs. 

 

Some food banks are working with local partners through Community Food Projects competitive 

grants to establish community gardens and create innovative programs that connect low-

income families with food produced by local farmers. These projects can provide hands-on 

nutrition education, increase access to fresh, healthy produce in under-served communities, and 

offer opportunities for job training. 

 

Congress can continue to promote better nutrition by maintaining SNAP-Ed, incentivizing the 

purchase of healthy foods, and strengthening SNAP national vendor standards to improve the 

availability of healthy foods. Healthier kids and families will lead to lower future health care 

costs and investing in SNAP nutrition education is a wise use of federal resources.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In closing, it is important to emphasize that fighting hunger is a public-private partnership. 

Hunger is a national problem, and it needs a national solution that brings the resources and 

strengths of both private charity and a strong federal safety net. Charity can do a lot, but food 

banks like mine cannot fill the gap if TEFAP commodity support does not increase and if cuts are 

made to critical programs like SNAP.  

 

The need for food assistance is very real, and your support for nutrition programs in the 

upcoming Farm Bill is critical. Hunger and malnutrition cost our society in many ways, including 

higher heath care costs and lower workforce productivity and worse health and educational 

outcomes. These are costs we cannot afford.   



12 
 

 

In light of the immense budgetary pressures to reduce the federal deficit, it must be all too easy 

to think about these programs as numbers on a ledger. But these decisions will affect real 

people in communities all across America. I encourage each of you to visit the food banks 

serving your state to see for yourself the challenges your constituents are facing and how 

effectively these programs are working to serve them. 

 

As the Committee makes decisions about how to allocate limited resources, I urge you to 

continue protecting families from hunger and supporting good nutrition by protecting SNAP, 

investing in TEFAP, and exploring innovative opportunities to support low-income families and 

local farmers at the same time. 
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