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DOMESTIC FOOD ASSISTANCE

Complex System Benefits Millions, but Additional
Efforts Could Address Potential Inefficiency and
Overlap among Smaller Programs

What GAO Found

The prevalence of food insecurity hovered between 10 and 12 percent over
the past decade until it rose to nearly 15 percent (or about 17 million
households) in 2008. Households with incomes below the poverty line,
households headed by single parents, minority households, and those with
children had higher than average rates of food insecurity. These households
were more likely to report, for example, that they had been hungry, but didn’t
eat, because there wasn’t enough money for food. While some households
were able to protect children from the effects of food insecurity, many could
not. In more than 4.3 million households, children—as well as adults—were
affected by food insecurity sometime during the year.

The federal government spent more than $62.5 billion on 18 domestic food
and nutrition assistance programs in fiscal year 2008. The five largest food
assistance programs—Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP);
the National School Lunch Program; the Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); the Child and Adult Care
Food Program; and the School Breakfast Program—accounted for 95 percent
of total spending on the 18 programs. Since 1995 SNAP spending has
fluctuated while spending on the other large programs has remained relatively
stable. Economic conditions—such as unemployment or poverty—and other
factors can affect spending on some programs, particularly SNAP.

Research suggests that participation in 7 of the programs we reviewed—
including WIC, the National School Lunch Program, the School Breakfast
Program, and SNAP—is associated with positive health and nutrition
outcomes consistent with programs’ goals, such as raising the level of
nutrition among low-income households, safeguarding the health and
wellbeing of the nation’s children, and strengthening the agricultural
economy. However, little is known about the effectiveness of the remaining
11 programs because they have not been well studied.

Federal food assistance is provided through a decentralized system that
involves multiple federal, state, and local organizations. The complex
network of 18 food assistance programs emerged piecemeal over the past
several decades to meet various needs. Agency officials and local providers
told us that the multiple food assistance programs help to increase access to
food for vulnerable or target populations. However, the 18 food assistance
programs show signs of program overlap, which can create unnecessary work
and lead to inefficient use of resources. For example, some of the programs
provide comparable benefits to similar target populations. Further,
overlapping eligibility requirements create duplicative work for both service
providers and applicants. Consolidating programs, however, entails difficult
trade-offs. Such actions could improve efficiency and save administrative
dollars but could also make it more difficult to achieve the goals of targeting
service to specific populations, such as pregnant women, children, and the
elderly.

United States Government Accountability Office


http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-346
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-10-346

Contents

Letter 1
Background 4
Nearly Fifteen Percent of U.S. Households Were Food Insecure
Sometime in 2008, According to USDA 12
The Federal Government Spent More Than $62.5 Billion on 18
Food Assistance Programs in Fiscal Year 2008 16
Research Shows 7 Programs Have Positive Outcomes Related to
Their Goals but Little Is Known about the Remaining 11
Programs 24
The System of Multiple Programs and Agencies That Provide Food
Assistance Helps Address a Variety of Needs but Can Result in
Overlap and Inefficiency 35
Conclusion 47
Recommendation for Executive Action 48
Agency Comments and Our Evaluation 48
Appendix I Objectives, Scope, and Methodology 51
Appendix II The Prevalence of Food Insecurity among U.S.
Households from 1995 to 2008 and the Issues
Affecting Food Insecurity Data 62
Appendix III Selected Program Goals 65
Appendix IV Comments from the Department of Health and
Human Services 68
Appendix V GAO Contact and Staff Acknowledgments 71
Related Products 72

Page i GAO-10-346 Domestic Food Assistance



Tables

Table 1: Food Security Definitions 6
Table 2: Selected Federal Food and Nutrition Assistance Programs,

by Agency 8
Table 3: Federal Spending on 18 Food and Nutrition Assistance

Programs 17
Table 4: Amount of Research Identified on Programs 32
Table 5: Summary of Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART)

Evaluations of the 11 Less Researched Programs 34

Table 6: Estimates and 90 Percent Confidence Intervals for Food
Security, Low Food Security, and Very Low Food Security,

1998 to 2008 64
Table 7: Summary of Selected Food and Nutrition Assistance

Program Goals 65

Figures

Figure 1: Trends in the Prevalence of Food Insecurity in U.S.

Households from 1998 to 2008 13
Figure 2: Food Insecurity among U.S. Households in 2008 14
Figure 3: Groups for Which Rates of Food Insecurity Were Higher

Than the National Average in 2008 15
Figure 4: Percentage of Food Assistance Spending by Program in

Fiscal Year 2008 19
Figure 5: Spending on the Five Largest Programs from 1995 to

2008, Adjusted to 2008 Dollars 20
Figure 6: Spending on SNAP, with Federal Poverty and

Unemployment Rates, Fiscal Years 1995 to 2008 22
Figure 7: Entities That Administer Federal Food Assistance

Programs in Texas 37
Figure 8: Program Participation of Low-Income Households with

Low or Very Low Food Security, 2007-2008 40
Figure 9: Page Three of Alameda County Nutrition Action Partners’

Free Food Programs Brochure 46
Figure 10: Programs Included and Excluded from Our Review 54
Figure 11: Prevalence of Food Insecurity in U.S. Households from

1995 to 2008 62

Page ii GAO-10-346 Domestic Food Assistance



Abbreviations

AOA Administration on Aging

CFFR Consolidated Federal Funds Report

CPS Current Population Survey

DHS Department of Homeland Security

HHS Department of Health and Human Services

PART Program Assessment Rating Tool

Recovery Act American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009
SNAP Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

USDA United States Department of Agriculture

WIC Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,

Infants, and Children

This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the
United States. The published product may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety
without further permission from GAO. However, because this work may contain
copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be
necessary if you wish to reproduce this material separately.

Page iii GAO-10-346 Domestic Food Assistance




Accountability * Integrity * Reliability

£ GAO

United States Government Accountability Office

Washington, DC 20548

April 15, 2010

The Honorable Saxby Chambliss

Ranking Member

Committee of Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
United States Senate

The Honorable George Voinovich

Ranking Member

Subcommittee on Oversight of Government Management,
the Federal Workforce, and the District of Columbia

Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs

United States Senate

The Honorable Tom Coburn, M.D.
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The federal government spends billions of dollars every year on food and
nutrition assistance programs, and millions of Americans turn to these
federal programs when they lack the money to get enough to eat. The
nation’s largest food assistance program—the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP)'—provided more than $34.6 billion in benefits
in fiscal year 2008. The recent economic crisis has increased demand for
such assistance, with participation in SNAP increasing by 22 percent
between June 2008 and June 2009.*

U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service has
responsibility for administering most of the federal domestic food and
nutrition programs, including the five largest: SNAP; the National School
Lunch Program; the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC); the Child and Adult Care Food Program; and
the School Breakfast Program. As the federal government’s primary
domestic food assistance agency, USDA aims to help households achieve
food security—that is, to have consistent, dependable access to enough

'On October 1, 2008, the Food Stamp Program changed its name to the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). In this report, we discuss information related to
both the Food Stamp Program and SNAP; however, for simplicity, we generally refer to the
program as SNAP.

2Preliminary data from U.S. Department of Agriculture.
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food for an active, healthy life—and monitors the extent and severity of
food insecurity. The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and
the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) also fund programs that
provide food and nutrition assistance. However, consolidated and
comprehensive information on how much federal agencies spend to
support these multiple food assistance programs and information on their
effectiveness in meeting program goals is not readily available.

To shed light on these issues, we addressed the following: (1) what is the
prevalence of food insecurity among U.S. households; (2) how much did
the federal government spend on food and nutrition assistance programs
in fiscal year 2008, and how has spending on the five largest programs
changed over time; (3) what is known about the effectiveness of federal
food and nutrition programs in meeting program goals; and (4) what are
the implications of providing food assistance through multiple programs
and agencies?

To address these research objectives, we collected information on all
federal programs that focus primarily on providing or supporting food and
nutrition assistance.” We identified these programs by reviewing the
Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance,’ relevant federal laws and
regulations, and other relevant documents, and by interviewing federal
officials and experts. To show the prevalence of food insecurity among
U.S. households from 1995 (when this information was first collected) to
2008 (the most current data available), we present USDA’s food security
estimates based on the Current Population Survey (CPS) annual food
security supplement.’ Many of these estimates are obtained from the

*We did not include programs that are permitted to spend some portion of their federal
funding on food or nutrition assistance but chose not to, nor did we include programs that
provided only nutrition education.

“The Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance is a database of all federal programs available
to state and local governments, including the District of Columbia; federally-recognized
Indian tribal governments; territories (and possessions) of the United States; domestic
public, quasi-public, and private for profit and nonprofit organizations and institutions;
specialized groups; and individuals.

’Census Bureau began measuring food security in 1995 using the nationally representative
CPS. The survey asks individuals 10 questions (18 questions are asked if the household
contains children 18 years of age or younger) about behaviors or conditions known to
characterize households having difficulty meeting basic food needs. The answers to the
survey questions determine the food security status of each household, and collectively,
these answers allow USDA to monitor and track changes in food insecurity among U.S.
households. Food security data representing 2008 are the most current available.
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USDA publication Household Food Security in the United States, 2008.
While the food security data have some limitations, these data provide a
nationally representative measure of hunger over time, and we consider
these data reliable for this engagement. To determine how much money
federal agencies spent on food and nutrition programs, we analyzed data
from the Consolidated Federal Funds Report (CFFR)—a database that
compiles expenditures or obligations from federal agencies—as well as
additional spending data provided by agencies. We confirmed the
reliability and accuracy of these data with federal officials.® To determine
what is known about the impacts these programs have on outcomes
related to their goals, we analyzed the Economic Research Service’s’
comprehensive review of studies published between 1973 and 2002. We
also conducted our own literature review that examined studies, published
between January 1995 and July 2009, of programs administered by
agencies other than USDA, as well as studies of USDA programs that were
conducted between 2002 and July 2009. These literature reviews included
peer-reviewed journal articles, agency documents, and other research
determined to be methodologically rigorous and reliable. To understand
the implications of providing food assistance through multiple programs
and agencies, we reviewed previous reports and interviewed federal, state,
and local officials, as well as local providers and other groups in five
states. We conducted site visits in California, Illinois, and Maryland, where
we met with local providers, including food banks, local health
departments, and other public and nonprofit entities that administer
federal food and nutrition assistance programs. We also conducted phone
interviews with officials and providers in Oregon and Texas. The states
and localities that we met with were selected to take into account
geographic distribution and to include both urban and rural areas, as well
as a diverse group of local agencies providing program services. We also
considered recommendations from federal officials and relevant experts.

The CFFR reports federal government expenditures or obligations in state, county, and
subcounty areas of the United States, as well as the District of Columbia and U.S. outlying
areas. Federal government agencies provide data for this report from their existing
reporting systems. The CFFR is compiled by the U.S. Census Bureau.

"In 2004 the Economic Research Service, with Abt Associates Inc., published a large scale
literature review: Effects of Food Assistance and Nutrition Programs on Nutrition and
Health. This report discusses a comprehensive review of studies published between 1973
and 2002 related to the impact of USDA’s domestic food and nutrition assistance programs
on participants’ nutrition and health outcomes. While many of the studies within the
Economic Research Service review have limitations (for example, limitations related to
research design and the potential for selection bias), we found the literature review to be
reliable and appropriate for our use.
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Background

(See appendix I for more information on our scope and methodology.) We
conducted this performance audit from February 2009 to March 2010 in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. Those
standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient,
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence
we obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions.

Hunger and Food
Insecurity

The word hunger has several meanings—it can describe, for example,
one’s desire for food; the painful sensation or state of weakness caused by
the need for food; or famine. While severe hunger—manifesting as clinical
malnutrition—is uncommon in this country, millions of children and
adults who lack resources go without food and many are undernourished.
The mental and physical changes that accompany inadequate food intake
and even minor nutrient deficiencies can have negative effects on learning,
development, productivity, physical and psychological health, and family
life.

In 1995 USDA’s Economic Research Service—through the nationally
representative CPS Food Security Supplement—began tracking the
number of households that are uncertain of having or unable to acquire
enough food because they lack resources, and uses the term low food
security or very low food security, not hunger, to describe these
households. USDA adopted these terms in response to recommendations
by a National Academies panel, which found the term hunger to be
inappropriate when describing low-income households that lack enough
food both because of the difficulties in measuring hunger and because
hunger has physiological definitions that do not necessarily correspond to
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nutritional insufficiency.®*’ USDA monitors the food security status of U.S.
households as part of its responsibility for administering most of the
federal government’s food and nutrition assistance programs, many of
which are intended to alleviate food insecurity and prevent the physical
and psychological outcomes—such as low birth weights, chronic illnesses,
and anxiety—associated with being undernourished. To be consistent with
USDA, this report uses the terms low food security, very low food security,
and food insecure. (See table 1 for definitions of these terms.)

The annual CPS Food Security Supplement collects data on the prevalence
and severity of food insecurity by asking one adult in each household a
series of questions about experiences and behaviors of household
members that indicate food insecurity." The food security status of the
household is assessed based on the number of food-insecure conditions
reported, such as being unable to afford balanced meals and being hungry
because there was too little money for food." Food-insecure households
are classified as having either low food security or very low food security

8According to the Committee on National Statistics at the National Academies, hunger is a
complex concept with multiple definitions and is difficult to measure. It is based not only
on resource constraints but also has physiological and socioeconomic aspects. To
appropriately measure hunger, the panel believed that the term would need to be clearly
defined and more detailed, and extensive information on the physiological experiences of
individuals would need to be collected. In contrast, the panel argued the low food security
definition, compared to hunger, is more straightforward. Low and very low food security
simply describe the uncertainty or inability of a household to acquire enough food because
the household lacks resources or money—it does not address the individual, physiological,
or socioeconomic aspects of not having enough food. CPS Food Security Supplement data
represent households, not individuals. The panel reported that while hunger may result
from food insecurity, hunger is experienced by individuals and thus is not directly
measured by the questions in the CPS. USDA concurred with the panel’s recommendation.

*Prior to the recommendations released by Committee on National Statistics in 2006, USDA
used the terms “food insecurity without hunger” and “food insecurity with hunger” to
describe the severity of a household’s food insecurity. After 2006 USDA replaced these
terms with “low food security” and “very low food security” to describe the extent to which
a household was food insecure.

Examples of these survey questions include, (1) “We worried whether our food would
run out before we got money to buy more.” Was that often, sometimes, or never true for
you in the last 12 months?”; (2) “’The food that we bought just didn’t last and we didn’t have
money to get more.” Was that often, sometimes, or never true for you in the last 12
months?”; and (3) “We couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.” Was that often, sometimes,
or never true for you in the last 12 months?”

11Survey respondents also reported the amounts their households had spent on food and
whether they had used public or private food and nutrition assistance programs.
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(see table 1). In addition, the survey assesses the food security status of
households with children. "

Table 1: Food Security Definitions

Measure

Definition

Food security (all households)

Food secure®

All household members had access at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life.

Food insecure (low or very low food
security)

Household members were, at times, uncertain of having or unable to acquire enough food for
all household members because they had insufficient money or other resources.

Low food security:

Household members avoided substantial reductions in food intake, in many cases, by relying
on a few basic foods or reducing variety in their diets.

Very low food security:

One or more household members’ eating patterns were disrupted and their food intake
reduced, at least some time during the year, because they couldn'’t afford enough food.

Food security among adults and children (in households with children)

Food secure

All household members had access at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life.

Food insecurity (low or very low food
security) among adults only

Among food-insecure households with children, only adults were food insecure.

Food insecurity (low or very low food
security) among children

Among food-insecure households with children, children, too, were sometimes food insecure.

Low food security among children:

Children’s food security was affected, primarily by reductions in the quality and variety of
children’s meals.

Very low food security among children:

Children’s regular meal patterns were disrupted and food intake was reduced to less than the
amount their caregivers considered adequate.

Source: Economic Research Service, USDA.

*Among households that are food secure, USDA also makes a distinction between households that
have “marginal food security” and those that have “high food security.” Households that have
“marginal food security” reported one or two indicators of food access problems or limitations,
typically of anxiety over food sufficiency or a shortage of food in the house; however, unlike food
insecure households, households with marginal food security reported little or no indication of
changes in diets or food intake. In contrast, households that have “high food security” reported no
indicators of food access problems or limitations.

Food and Nutrition
Assistance Programs

The federal government has been helping needy individuals and families
access food for more than 60 years. The National School Lunch Program,
for example, was authorized in 1946 and became one of the first large-
scale food and nutrition assistance programs. Other federal programs
followed, including the School Breakfast Program (founded by the Child

2Children in these households are classified as having low or very low food security
depending on the number of times respondents answer yes to questions indicating food
insecure conditions among children.
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Nutrition Act of 1966) and WIC, authorized in 1972. Over time, some
programs have changed. For example, according to USDA, an early
version of SNAP (formerly the Food Stamp Program) required eligible
individuals to pay for a portion of their orange-colored stamps, which they
could use for any kind of food. In addition, this early version provided
eligible individuals with free blue stamps, equal to half the amount of the
orange stamps, to buy designated surplus foods."” Today, SNAP recipients
now receive their benefits on electronic benefit transfer cards and no
longer use actual stamps to purchase food.

The federal government currently funds close to 70 programs that are
permitted to provide at least some support for domestic food assistance.™
In our study, we identified the 18 programs that focus primarily on
providing food and nutrition assistance to low-income individuals and
households. (See table 2.)

13According to USDA, the Food Stamp Act of 1977 eliminated the requirement that
participants make some payment to receive food stamp benefits.

“3ee appendix I for a description of how we identified these programs.
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|
Table 2: Selected Federal Food and Nutrition Assistance Programs, by Agency

Program

Target population®

Benefit type”

Participation
(approx.)’

USDA

Child and Adult Care
Food Program

Children, elderly, and special groups:
Children in certain nonresidential child care
centers, family, or group day care; children
in after school programs in low-income
areas, or residing in emergency shelters;
and chronically impaired disabled adults
and persons 60 years or older in adult day
care centers.

Reimburse local providers (child care
centers, adult day care centers, etc.)
for meals and snacks served.

3.1 million children
and 108,000 adults
(average daily).

Commodity
Supplemental Food
Program

Children, elderly, and special groups: Low-
income pregnant, postpartum, and
breastfeeding women, infants, children up
to age 6, and persons 60 years or older.

Supplemental foods, in the form of
USDA commodities, are provided in
food packages to individuals.

31,000 women,
infants, children, and
444,000 elderly.
475,000 total
participants (average
per month).

Community Food
Projects Competitive
Grant Program*

Individuals and families: Low-income
people in participating communities.

Matching grants made to organizations
to plan and implement projects to
improve access of low-income
community members to food/nutrition,
increase the self-reliance of
communities in providing for their own
needs, and promote comprehensive
responses to local food, farm, and
nutrition issues.

290 projects have
been funded between
fiscal year 1997 and
fiscal year 2009.

Food Distribution
Program on Indian
Reservations

Special groups: American Indian and non-
Indian households that reside on a
reservation and Indian households living in
an otherwise designated area, and
recognized as having inadequate income
and resources.

Food is provided to qualifying
households.

90,000 participants
(average per month).

Fresh Fruit and
Vegetable Program

Children: Elementary school children in
designated schools with a high percentage
of students eligible for free or reduced
priced meals.

Reimburse local providers (elementary
schools) for fresh fruit and vegetable
snacks served free to students outside
of breakfast or lunch periods.

1,956 schools
participated during
2008-2009 school
year, with an
enrollment of
approximately
740,000 students.

National School Lunch
Program

Children: School children, of high school
grades and younger. Students from families
with incomes below 130 percent of the
federal poverty level (or from families
receiving SNAP) qualify for free meals, and
students from families with incomes below
185 of the federal poverty level qualify for
reduced price meals.

Cash grants and food donations are
provided to reimburse local providers
(schools) for meals and snacks served.
Schools must agree to serve free and
reduced price meals to eligible
children.

31 million students
(average daily).
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Program

Target population®

Benefit type”

Participation
(approx.)’

Nutrition Assistance for

Puerto Rico

Special groups: Needy persons residing in
the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico.

Benefits provided to households or
individuals for food purchase through
an electronic benefit transfer.

More than 1 million
individuals served in
fiscal year 2004.°

School Breakfast
Program

Children: Eligible children in schools and
residential child care institutions. Children
whose families meet income eligibility
guidelines qualify for free or reduced price
breakfasts.

Reimburse local providers (schools
and residential child care institutions)
for breakfasts served.

10.6 million students
served
(average daily).

Senior Farmers’ Market

Nutrition Program

Elderly: Low-income seniors.

Benefits can be used to purchase fresh
fruits, vegetables, and herbs at
authorized farmers’ markets, roadside
stands, and community supported
agriculture programs.

953,000 low-income
seniors.’

Special Milk Program

Children: Children in schools, of high
school grade or younger, childcare

institutions, and similar nonprofit institutions

that do not participate in other federal meal
service programs, including the National
School Lunch or School Breakfast
Programs.

Formula grant, reimbursing cost of milk
for children in schools, camps, and
other programs that do not participate
in other child nutrition programs.

5,971 schools,
nonresidential child
care institutions, and
summer camps
participated.

85.8 million half pints
served.

Summer Food Service
Program

Children: Children from needy areas during
summer break or when schools are closed
for vacation.

Reimburse local providers (schools,
government agencies, and nonprofit
organizations) for meals and snacks
served in programs during breaks in
school year.

2.2 million children

(average daily during
the month of July
2008).

SNAP

Individuals and households: Low-income
households with gross income at or below
130 percent of federal poverty level or net
income at or below 100 percent of the
poverty level and with limited resources.

Benefits provided to households
through electronic debit card for food
purchase in participating retail stores.

28.4 million people or
12.7 million
households

(average per month)

The Emergency Food
Assistance Program

Individuals and households: Needy
individuals, such as those who may be
homeless or participate in welfare
programs.

Commodity foods are distributed
through state agencies to food banks
and other agencies, which provide
food to local organizations, such as
soup kitchens and food pantries, or
directly provide the foods to needy
households.

USDA entitlement
and bonus
commodity foods
valued at over $226
million delivered to
warehouses in states
and territories for
distribution to local
organizations.’

wiIC

Children and special groups: Low-income
pregnant, breastfeeding, and postpartum
women, infants, and children to age five
determined to be at nutritional risk.

Check, voucher, or electronic benefit
transfer benefits provided to recipients
pay for supplemental foods, and
provide nutrition education and health
care referrals for participants. Some
state agencies distribute WIC foods
directly to recipients through
warehouses or home delivery.

8.7 million women,
infants, and children

(average per month).
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Program

Target population®

Benefit type”

Participation
(approx.)’

WIC Farmers’ Market
Nutrition Program

Children and special groups: WIC
participants and those on a waiting list to
receive WIC benefits (lower-income
pregnant, breastfeeding, and postpartum
women, infants, and children to age five,
who are at nutritional risk).

Coupons provided for purchase of
fresh fruits and vegetables at certified
farmers markets.

2.2 million women,
infants, and children.’

DHS Federal Emergency Management Agency

Emergency Food and
Shelter National Board
Program

Individuals and households: Families and
individuals in need of assistance.

Funds provided to private and
independent nonprofit or public
organizations (such as community
action agencies, food banks, and food
pantries) to provide emergency food
and shelter to families and individuals
in need of assistance.

73 million meals
served."

HHS Administration on Aging

Elderly Nutrition
Program: Home-
Delivered and
Congregate Nutrition
Services

Elderly: Individuals 60 years of age and
older and their spouses, especially those
with the greatest social or economic need,
and in certain cases, under age 60 if the
individual is handicapped or disabled and
accompanies an older individual to meals.
Special focus is given to those with
greatest economic or social need, including
low-income minorities and those residing in
rural areas.

Supports the provision of nutritious
meals (with education and other
services) served in a congregate
setting or delivered to the home, if
individual is homebound.

More than 2.5 million
seniors received
home-delivered or
congregate meals.'

Grants to American
Indian, Alaska Native,
and Native Hawaiian
Organizations for
Nutrition and Supportive
Services

Elderly and special groups: American
Indians, Alaska Natives, and Native
Hawaiians who are at least 60 years old
and their spouses (or those designated as
“older Indian” by tribal authorities).

Grants are provided to tribal
organizations to fund services
including nutrition and supportive
services, similar to those in the Elderly
Nutrition Program: Home-Delivered
and Congregate Nutrition Services.

Approximately 70,000
American Indian
elders received
home-delivered or
congregate meals in
fiscal year 2007.

Source: GAO.

“Information on target population is from the Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance program profiles
or agency program descriptions. While some programs specifically mention “families,” rather than
“households,” in describing their target population, we elected to use the term “individuals and
households” to refer to programs that provide assistance to general needy populations, rather than

smaller targeted groups.

*Information on benefit type is from the Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance program profiles or

agency program descriptions.

‘Unless otherwise indicated, program participation levels reflect fiscal year 2008 and reflect
preliminary numbers reported in the USDA Program Information Report U.S. Summary, fiscal year
2008 to fiscal year 2009 (Food and Nutrition Service, USDA, June 2009).

‘The Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program is administered by the National Institute
of Food and Agriculture (formerly the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service,
CSREES) of USDA. All other USDA programs listed above are administered by the Food and
Nutrition Service. Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program participation information is
from CSREES Update: Septemberl17, 2009, Office of the Administrator, CSREES, USDA.
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°Fiscal year 2005 PART Assessment of Nutrition Assistance for Puerto Rico, (Office of Management
and Budget).

'Fiscal year 2010 Budget Summary and Annual Performance Plan USDA.

‘The Emergency Food Assistance Program: Total Food Cost 2005-2009, USDA, Food And Nutrition
Service (Feb.1, 2010).

"Fiscal year 2008 (phase 26) figure for meals served reported by Federal Emergency Management
Agency to GAO from a database kept by the National Board Secretariat, based on reports from local
agencies.

'Investments in Change: Enhancing the Health and Independence of Older Americans, Administration
on Aging (2008).

The 18 programs we studied vary by target population, size, types of
benefits, and where these benefits are provided:

Target population. While the 18 programs serve four broad populations—
individuals and households, children, the elderly, and special groups—the
specific target populations vary across programs. For example, SNAP
helps low-income individuals and families; the National School Lunch
Program assists school-aged children; the Elderly Nutrition Program
serves individuals 60 years of age and older; and WIC provides assistance
to low-income, nutritionally at-risk children up to age 5 and pregnant and
postpartum women.

Program size. The 18 programs also vary in size, ranging from the Food
Distribution Program on Indian Reservations, which serves approximately
90,000 individuals per month, to SNAP, which serves more than 28 million
people per month.

Benefit type. In addition, the programs differ by the types of benefits they
provide. Some programs—such as SNAP—were designed to help low-
income individuals and families obtain a nutritious diet by supplementing
their income with cash-like benefits to purchase food, such as meat, dairy
products, fruits, and vegetables, but not items such as certain hot foods,
tobacco, or alcohol. Other programs provide food directly to program
participants. The Emergency Food Assistance Program supplies large
quantities of food to governmental or nonprofit organizations to prepare
meals for or distribute food to individuals and families. The National
School Lunch Program reimburses school districts for the meals served
and provides some commodities from USDA to offset the cost of food
service. Other programs do not directly provide benefits to individuals.
For example, the Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program
provides grants to organizations to plan or implement projects to improve
access to food for low-income individuals and families.
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Program administration. USDA, DHS, and HHS fund all of the 18
programs through a decentralized service delivery structure of state and
local agencies and nonprofit organizations. For example, WIC benefits are
typically delivered through state agencies to state and county health
departments; the Child and Adult Care Food Program works through state
agencies to subsidize child care providers, day care homes, and adult day
care facilities; and the Commodity Supplemental Food Program provides
food to state agencies, which then distribute the food to local nonprofit
organizations that provide it to recipients.

Program Goals

Nearly Fifteen
Percent of U.S.
Households Were
Food Insecure
Sometime in 2008,
According to USDA

Each federal food and nutrition assistance program has its own set of
program goals that were generally established through legislation or
regulation. These goals have a mix of underlying purposes, including: (1)
raising the level of nutrition among low-income households, (2)
safeguarding the health and wellbeing of the nation’s childre