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See also Nestle, p. 985; Miller et al., p. 986; Schwartz et al.,

p. 989; and Concannon, p. 991.

In the food assistance section of
this US food and nutrition policy
primer, we focus on inadequate
access to healthy food, a problem
that fuels the dual burden of food
insecurity and obesity. Vast
numbers of Americans are af-
fected, with staggering public
health consequences.1 Nearly
12% of all American households,
and almost 18% of children
younger than 18 years, experience
food insecurity. At the same time,
20% of American children are
overweight or obese, triple the
number from the 1970s, and two
thirds of adults are overweight or
obese, with a cascade of associated
medical, social, and economic
disadvantages. In the other edi-
torials in this series, we address
agriculture (p. 986) and school
nutrition (p. 989).

Getting food right is essential
for the health and vitality of the
nation. This broad and complex
task involves numerous matters,
beginning with the way food is
produced and ending with food
being consumed or lost. Among
the most pressing issues, in the
past and the present, is helping
people in need receive access to
nutritious and affordable food.

Economic and social circum-
stances can make it difficult for
individuals and families to afford
healthy food, with tragic conse-
quences. Parents face agonizing
decisions about how food is par-
celed among their children when
they themselves go hungry. Paying
for food versus heat versus medi-
cine can become a daily struggle.

Children convey the saddest
story of all. Inadequate nutrition
during critical stages of child
development amounts to a life
sentence, because key cognitive
and other functions will never
recover. Children may be
too tired or depleted to learn
in school, are more vulnerable to
illness, and can begin a cycle
of falling behind that never ends.

SNAP AND WIC
The US government can and

has responded in compassionate
ways, by supporting a variety of
food assistance programs. Two
of the key programs are SNAP
(Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program, formerly known
as food stamps) andWIC (Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program

for Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren). Both programs have highly
beneficial effects and are cost-
effective but are under constant
pressure from those who oppose
the programs onfiscal, political, or
moral grounds. It is all that pro-
ponents of these programs (e.g.,
champions in Congress, a variety
of nongovernmental organiza-
tions) can do to protect the pro-
grams from monetary cuts, which
makes needed growth and im-
provement of the programs an
elusive goal.

SNAP is the largest part of the
massive Farm Bill, passed by
Congress approximately every
five years. In December 2018,
after a grueling multiyear fight,
Congress passed the most recent
Farm Bill, estimated by the Con-
gressional Budget Office to
cost $867 billion over 10 years:
$664 billion, or 77% of the
overall cost, is for nutrition pro-
grams, mostly for SNAP.

Approximately 40 million people
participate in SNAP. The strong
bipartisan support for the Farm
Bill indicates a convergence of
interests of traditional agriculture
with those of both urban and
rural areas where food and nu-
trition policies are pressing.

WIC, authorized originally
under the Child Nutrition Act of
1966 and currently under the
Healthy and Hunger-Free Kids
Act of 2010, provides supple-
mental nutrition foods, nutrition
education and counseling, and
screening and referral to mothers
during and after pregnancy and
during breastfeeding and to non-
breastfeeding postpartummothers,
infants, and children up to their
fifth birthday. WIC reaches ap-
proximately 7.3 million women,
infants, and children each month
and serves 53% of all infants born
in the United States. Annual costs
in 2017 were $5.6 billion.

In the most recent iteration of
the Farm Bill, the opponents
made predictable and serious
threats not only to reduce benefits
but also to change eligibility,
notably by increasing work re-
quirements in ways that would
reduce benefits to as many as two
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million individuals. Because of
bipartisan support of SNAP, the
total amount of funding was
protected, and the proposedwork
requirements were not included.

RETURN ON
INVESTMENT

Threats to funding for SNAP
and WIC do not align with data
showing program benefits and
positive return for every dollar
invested. Not surprisingly, partici-
pation in SNAP decreases food
insecurity,2 a key outcome in its
own right. Access to SNAP in
childhood is associated with
a variety of positive health and
economic outcomes that can be
measured decades later.3 In addi-
tion, data from theUSDepartment
of Agriculture and from other re-
searchers show a significant anti-
poverty effect. Of the households
receiving SNAP benefits, 10%
rise above the poverty threshold,4

and in women, economic self-
sufficiency increases.3 This food
assistance program also has a posi-
tive effect on the nation’s econ-
omy. Research by Zandi showed
that increasing food stamp pay-
ments by $1.00 per year increased
gross domestic product by $1.73.5

The benefits from WIC are at
least as impressive. Research has

shown that WIC participation is
associated with fewer premature
births, fewer infant deaths, lower
incidence of low and very low
birth weights, and greater likeli-
hood of prenatal care.6 For every
dollar invested inWIC, savings in
health care costs are estimated to
range from $1.77 to $3.13.6

These economic benefits do
not capture the very human ben-
efits of children missing less school
and learning more effectively,
children having improved resil-
ience to disease, and families hav-
ing less stress about uncertain food
access. Stress, with its own set of
serious biological consequences,
often is not discussed in the context
of food assistance programs but is
likely an important area in which
benefit occurs.1

MAXIMIZING REACH
Persistent threats to funding of

food assistance programs make it
difficult to address the key issues—
namely, how these programs can
best reduce poverty, improve nu-
trition, and protect public health. If
battles over funding would cease
and benefits were extended to all in
need, then attention could focus on
maximizing reach and effect. For
instance, the percentage of indi-
viduals eligible for SNAP who are

actually enrolled varies widely
across states, from a low of 56%
to a high approaching 100%
(https://fns-prod.azureedge.
net/sites/default/files/ops/
Reaching2016.pdf). Improving
low enrollment rates would
provide significant benefit at
little cost to the states.

Modeling the effects of various
nutrition standards for SNAP and
WIC would be helpful, as would
additional studies on financial in-
centives to improve diet quality7;
analyses of the benefits and draw-
backs of controversial possibilities
such as the restriction of SNAP
benefits for the purchase of sugar-
sweetened beverages; better use of
technology to improve enrollment
and to ease use of benefits; and
above all, ensuring that the
nutrition promoted and provided
through such programs maximizes
health, cognitive development
in children, and other key
outcomes.
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