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he COVID-19 public health crisis has
Tled to a historic increase in food
insecurity throughout the United
States. Long lines of people—some on
foot, some in cars—waiting to receive
food assistance have made headlines
since March 2020. Photographs of
these lines, reminiscent of photographs
of the bread lines of the Great De-
pression, have highlighted the need for
stronger coordination between gov-
ernment and the charitable food
system to adequately address food
insecurity.

In 2020, Feeding America conserva-
tively projected a 36% growth in national
food insecurity rates: from 11.5% in
2018 to 15.6%."? The proportion of
disadvantaged adults receiving
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charitable food rose 61%: from 9.0% in
December 2019 to 14.5% in June 2020.3
To address this increased need, the
charitable food assistance system has
quickly adapted. However, the charita-
ble system alone cannot meet this
staggering hunger crisis. Federal and
state government assistance must be
expanded to support the charitable
food system, as the repercussions of
the pandemic are likely to continue for
years to come.

AN OVERBURDENED
CHARITABLE FOOD
SYSTEM

In June 2020, Massachusetts had the
highest unemployment rate in the

country at 17.4%,* driving COVID-19
food insecurity rate projections to in-
crease by 59%: from 8.9% in 2018 to
14.2% in 2020."2 This increase is the
highest in the nation. According to re-
ports from The Greater Boston Food
Bank's (GBFB's) network of 600 food
distribution partners across Eastern
Massachusetts, the number of people
receiving food from GBFB's food pantry
network doubled from 280000 in May
2019 to 560000 in May 2020 and
remained at similarly high levels
throughout 2020 (Figure 1). The ac-
tions taken by GBFB are representa-
tive of how the charitable food system
has scaled rapidly to address the in-
creased demand for food assistance.
GBFB has had to increase food acqui-
sition by 55%, primarily through
increasing privately funded food pur-
chases by approximately 130%

for March through December 2020
(Figure A, available as a supplement
to the online version of this article at
http://www.ajph.org).

GBFB distributed this influx of food by
relying on a robust and resilient food
pantry network and partnerships with
our state agencies. GBFB's long-term
support of the network through annual
infrastructure grants for items such as
refrigerators and trucks prepared it to
receive a sudden increase in food. From
March through December 2020, 62% of
the pantries ordered more food from
GBFB than they had during the same
period in the previous year, and 95% of
the network remained open at any given
time during the pandemic (GBFB un-
published administrative data). As the
pandemic evolved, GBFB increased
funding to food pantries and bolstered
support of high-need communities by
developing new partnerships with or-
ganizations that served as pop-up dis-
tribution centers. Through its network,


http://www.ajph.org

2020

Monthly Clients Served (100000s)

L

2020

2020

Lo L

OPINIONS, IDEAS, & PRACTICE

Calendar Year

= 2020
— 2019
— 2018
— 2017
— 2076
— 2015
- 2014
2013
2012
2011
2010
2009
2008
2007
2006

Jan Dec | Jan

People

Children

Jan Dec | Jan

Adults

Dec

Seniors

Dec | Jan

Dec

Households

I FIGURE 1— Monthly Clients Served by The Greater Boston Food Bank’s (GBFB) Food Pantry Network: Boston, MA, 2006-2020

Note. Of 334 GBFB partner food pantries, 99% submitted data for December 2020. November spikes are attributable to increased pantry use around
Thanksgiving. These are not unique counts because they do not take into account that some households attend multiple pantries each month.

GBFB distributed 94 million pounds of
food from March through December
2020, a 58% increase compared with the
same period in 2019 (Figure A). Fruits
and vegetables continued to make up
more than a third of food distributed
(Figure A).

Charitable organizations have used
their networks creatively to respond
to the pandemic. However, these
adaptations are unsustainable with-
out systemic policy changes: 75% of
GBFB's partner food pantries antici-
pate food supply challenges, 43%
report limited physical space, and
36% report not enough staff and
volunteers as their key concern
(Massachusetts Food Security Task
Force, food pantry and meal provider
survey, November 2020). The sub-
stantial burden placed on the charita-
ble food system must be mitigated by
long-term government assistance to
food banks and individuals. We can
meet the hunger crisis only if our
charitable, federal, and state food sys-
tems work together.

FEDERAL AND STATE
SUPPORT

Since 1983, the US Department of Ag-
riculture (USDA) has provided federal
assistance to food banks by providing
surplus commaodities through the
Emergency Food Assistance Program
(TEFAP). TEFAP has expanded since
2019, partly as a result of the USDA's
increased purchase of food directly from
US farmers—designed to address de-
creased exports attributable to trade
wars—and, as a result, food donations
are expected to drop by 50% in 2021.
The federal government also increased
funding for TEFAP through the Corona-
virus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act and the Family First Coro-
navirus Response Act. Additionally, the
USDA created the Coronavirus Food
Assistance Program, which contracts
regional vendors to provide food to in-
dividuals in need. However, some of
these pandemic-specific programs were
only temporarily extended as part of the

relief package that was passed in De-
cember 2020.

States also support charitable food
assistance. The Massachusetts gover-
nor, Charlie Baker, pulled together the
Food Security Task Force, composed of
state agencies and hunger relief orga-
nizations, which prioritized food assis-
tance in the state’s COVID-19 response
and helped focus the state’s collective
response. The Salvation Army, in part-
nership with the Massachusetts Emer-
gency Management Agency, created
nonperishable food boxes that were
distributed to hot spot areas of high
need from May through August 2020.
The state also led the way in rolling out
the Pandemic Electronic Benefit Trans-
fer (P-EBT) program, which came out of
the CARES Act. The Massachusetts
Emergency Food Assistance Program, a
state economic stimulus program cre-
ated in 1995 to support food banks in
Massachusetts with funding to purchase
food, was provided a significant in-
crease, from $20 million to $30 million,
in the fiscal year 2021 state budget.
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Similar programs exist in Pennsylvania,
Ohio, New Jersey, and New York.

THE GOVERNMENT’'S ROLE
IN REDUCING HUNGER

As these temporary, acute pandemic-
response programs end, perilous food
insecurity rates continue in Massachu-
setts and throughout the country. Fol-
lowing previous recessions, elevated
food insecurity rates typically persisted
for multiple years; after the Great Re-
cession ended, it took nine years for
food insecurity to return to prerecession
levels.® Long-term federal and state
support is essential to support house-
hold food security for the duration of an
extended economic recovery.

Although the charitable food systemis
vital to addressing food insecurity in the
United States, it is only one component.
For every meal provided through food
banks, nine are provided through the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP).® Although the December
2020 stimulus package included tem-
porary boosts for SNAP and TEFAP and
improved guidance for P-EBT, this is just
the first step in sustainably addressing
food insecurity. President Biden's Janu-
ary 2020 executive orders to increase
P-EBT by 15%, increase SNAP benefits
for the lowest-income households, and
revise the Thrifty Food Plan, on which
SNAP benefits are calculated, are
stronger steps in the right direction. The
Biden-Harris administration has also
called on Congress to extend the 15%
SNAP benefit increase and invest an-
other $4 billion in Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants,
and Children (WIQ).

As the charitable food system con-
tinues to experience an increased de-
mand for food, the increased cost of
food, and supply chain disruptions, it
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cannot guarantee a consistent food
supply without continued government
support. Throughout the economic re-
covery, the federal government must
increase funding for programs that
support the charitable food system, like
SNAP, WIC, P-EBT, school meals, and
TEFAP. Greater transparency and ac-
countability in new USDA programs will
allow charitable food providers to ade-
quately plan for program changes and
disruptions. States should create food-
purchasing programs, similar to the
Massachusetts Emergency Food Assis-
tance Program, and support state
emergency management agencies to
create large-scale emergency food
programs, such as the Massachusetts
Emergency Management Agency food
box program.

Many people facing food insecurity in
the United States are unable to access
federal safety net programs because of
income level, immigration status, work
requirements, or other disqualifying
factors. Even before the pandemic, it
was not just those in poverty who were
experiencing food insecurity: 32% of the
nation’s food insecure population was
ineligible for federal food assistance
because they had a household income
above the eligibility income threshold.?
Now, more than ever, these eligibility
barriers need to be reevaluated and
increased to successfully reduce hunger
in the United States.

Further, long-term policy initiatives
are necessary to meet Americans’ food
needs and offset the pandemic-induced
unsustainable reliance on food banks as
emergency programs sunset. Systemic
policy solutions include increasing the
minimum wage to $15 an hour nation-
wide, expanding eligibility and perma-
nently increasing benefits for SNAP and
WIC, building on the existing Community
Eligibility Program to create a nationwide

universal school meals program, and
installing P-EBT as a permanent pro-
gram to allow low-income students to
access food during school breaks to
supplement overburdened charitable
food organizations.

Food insecurity was an emergency
long before the COVID-19 crisis. The
United States has the potential to
transform its hunger crisis response into
a sustainable solution if it uses the
multifaceted approach of addressing
the wealth gap while boosting and
sustaining federal nutrition programs to
systematically address food insecurity in
the United States. A4JPH
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