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Executive Summary

The foods available to us at home, at school, and in our neighborhoods
significantly influence our wellbeing and healthcare costs. Unfortunately, many
households experience difficulties accessing healthy foods due to low incomes,
disabilities, transportation, or other obstacles.

Concerns about food access problems in Alexandria, particularly as they relate
to health outcomes, spurred a working group of the Alexandria Childhood Obesity
Action Network (A-COAN) to contract for and oversee an analysis of food hardship
in the city. That analysis, which resulted in this report, looked at (1) the emergency
food system, (2) access to and utilization of government food assistance programs,
and (3) the role of the private sector in food access. A-COAN, a work group of the
Partnership for a Healthier Alexandria, received financial support from Kaiser
Permanente for this project.

Alexandria is one of the wealthiest communities in the nation; however, the
report estimates that as many as one in five Alexandrians, disproportionately
children, are living in households struggling to make ends meet.” These
households are at risk for the harms associated with “food hardship”—that is,
irregular access to affordable, healthy meals. Also, Alexandria lags behind some
neighboring jurisdictions in organizing improved access to food assistance by
both area nonprofits and the local government.

Specifically, the report finds that many Alexandrians eligible for SNAP (food
stamps) are not using this important food assistance program. As a result,
Alexandria is leaving on the table thousands of federal dollars—in food-
related benefits for low-income households each year. Also, in response to a
survey of emergency food providers, several barriers to providing food assistance to
Alexandrians were identified. They include insufficient storage, shelving and food
preparation space and limited refrigeration capacity. Additionally, the report found
that greater coordination and collaboration are needed among emergency food
providers, the City government and regional organizations.

To ensure that all residents have access to affordable, healthy foods, this report
suggests that officials, advocates, and others in Alexandria should work toward
three broad goals:

* The one-in-five estimate is discussed in the report and reflects the income distribution as well
as the high cost of living in the City of Alexandria.



1. Increasing collaborations among the Emergency Food Providers and
developing new relationships with other area institutions and leaders
(including anti-hunger leaders in Washington, DC) to address food hardship
in Alexandria.

2. Developing a policy agenda on food hardship for the City and raising the
awareness of the public, city officials, and other leaders about food hardship
as a local problem and about potential solutions.

3. Prioritizing a multi-year plan to expand federally-funded food assistance
programs in Alexandria.

While barriers to program expansion and other improvements exist, these
obstacles have been faced by organizations and governments in many parts of the
country. Fortunately, advice and lessons from successful efforts elsewhere are
available through conferences, reports, online trainings, and other forms of
technical assistance. Moreover, the city has a strong cadre of advocates, charities,
and administrators interested both in expanding food assistance programs and
improving the role nonprofits can play as safety net providers and agents of policy
change.

By using these local and national resources, and developing a more
comprehensive and planned approach to improving and expanding food assistance
programs, Alexandria can take great strides towards an end to hunger and a
healthier city for all its residents.



Introduction

From the prenatal period onward, our diets are one of the most important
determinants of health and healthcare costs. Long before many health problems

become apparent, the foods available to us at home, at
school, and in our neighborhoods have already
influenced our wellbeing.

Unfortunately, many households experience
difficulties accessing healthy foods due to low incomes,
disabilities, complex work and family schedules,
transportation difficulties, special dietary needs, or
other obstacles.

The United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) labels households lacking access “at all times
to enough food for an active, healthy life” as food
insecure.! Food insecurity has serious, negative

Food insecure households
lack consistent, affordable,
and normal access to enough
food for an active, healthy
life.

Food insecurity has serious,
negative consequences for
physical and mental health,
as well as for education.

.

consequences for physical and mental health.2 Obesity, for instance, has been found
to be associated with food insecurity in several studies. Other health problems
connected to even a marginal lack of food security include low-birth weight, birth
defects, anemia, diabetes (including gestational diabetes), heart disease, and

depression.

In addition, poor school performance and child developmental problems are
associated with food insecurity. These are particularly troubling outcomes because
they can lead to additional negative consequences in the long term.

In the last few years, health researchers, public officials, philanthropic
organizations, and anti-poverty advocates have been paying greater attention to the
availability of healthy, affordable food to vulnerable populations in specific
communities. Locally, members of the Alexandria Council of Human Services
Organization (ACHSO) have been concerned with the need for better planning and
collaboration among organizations in all sectors—government, nonprofit, and

private—that provide food assistance to those in need.

Concerns about food access, particularly as it relates to health outcomes,
spurred the Alexandria Childhood Obesity Action Network (A-COAN), a working
group of the Partnership for a Healthier Alexandria, with financial support from
Kaiser Permanente, to convene a working group to contract for and oversee an
analysis of food hardship in the city, resulting in this report.
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The working group comprised representatives from:

e A-COAN,
e ACT for Alexandria,

e the Alexandria Department of Community and Human Services,

e the Alexandria Health Department,
e ALIVE!
e the Northern Virginia Health Foundation,

e the Partnership for a Healthier Alexandria, and

e Volunteer Alexandria.

This report concludes that a key policy goal for the
City of Alexandria should be to ensure that all residents
have access to affordable, healthy foods, regardless of
characteristics such as age, income, location of
residence, race, or ethnicity.

It is difficult to measure household food insecurity
at the local level and food insecurity is a technical term
with a specific meaning. Therefore, in this report we use
the more general phrase “food hardship” to refer to
households or persons who, as a consequence of
struggling to make ends meet, may be experiencing
disrupted or unhealthy diets.

It is important to note that food hardship is not
restricted to those with incomes below either the
federal poverty threshold or the income-eligibility
guidelines for food assistance programs. In fact, many
households that are not poor by government standards
face food access problems due to physical limitations,
sudden shocks to their income or household budget

This report concludes that a
key policy goal for the City of
Alexandria should be to
ensure that all residents have
access to affordable, healthy
foods, regardless of
characteristics such as age,
income, location of residence,
race, or ethnicity.

In this report we use the
phrase “food hardship” to
refer generally to households
or persons struggling to
make ends meet who,
consequently, experience or
are at risk for experiencing
disrupted or unhealthy diets.
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(e.g., sudden job loss, family dissolution, or unexpected and expensive medical

costs), or for other reasons.

The next section of the report is a profile of the level of need in Alexandria. The

three sections following the profile discuss the status of nonprofits engaged in
providing emergency food, government food and nutrition programs, and efforts
related to the private sector. The final section of the report offers recommendations.




Community Profile

Overview

The City of Alexandria is one of the wealthiest
jurisdictions in the nation. Nonetheless, there are
significant numbers of children and adults in the city
experiencing or at risk for the harms associated with
irregular access to affordable, healthy meals. We
estimate that as many as one in five Alexandrians,
disproportionately children, are living in households
struggling to make ends meet.3

Alexandria lags behind
some neighboring
jurisdictions in organizing
improved access to food
assistance by both area
nonprofits and the

government.
Unfortunately, Alexandria lags behind some

neighboring jurisdictions in organizing improved \.
access to food assistance by both area nonprofits and the local government.
Specifically:

e Compared to neighboring jurisdictions, the City of Alexandria could be more
engaged with the work of local food assistance organizations and more
innovative in expanding participation in federal food assistance programs.

e Alexandria is leaving on the table hundreds of thousands of federal dollars in
food-related benefits for low-income households each year.

e Local agencies, funders, providers, and officials need to develop stronger ties
among their various efforts and make expansion plans for food programs by
drawing more frequently on the resources of nearby regional and national
organizations with expertise in food access.

Of course, barriers to program expansion and improvement exist. However, they
have been faced by organizations and governments in many parts of the country.
Fortunately, advice and lessons from successful efforts elsewhere are available
through conferences, reports, online trainings, and other forms of technical
assistance.

By utilizing such resources and developing a more comprehensive and planned
approach to improving and growing food programs, Alexandria can take great
strides towards a healthier city for all its residents.




Hardship in Alexandria

Regarding the size of the population struggling to make ends meet in
Alexandria, there were approximately 12,000 persons, including 3,300 children,
living at or below the federal government’s threshold for poverty in 2010.# The
average poverty rate for this period was 8.6% for all persons and 13.8% for
children.> See Table 1: Basic Demographics. (Demographic data for Alexandria,
unless otherwise noted, are three-year averages from 2009 to 2011, from the
Census Bureau’s American Community Survey. For
simplicity, we refer to the results of these averages as Of persons living below

“in 2010.” All tables are in Appendix A.) poverty and in the civilian
labor force, more than 70%

were employed. In other
words, work alone does not

It is worth noting, as shown in the Table 1, that
employment is not a guarantee against poverty in
Alexandria. Of persons living below poverty and in the
civilian labor force, more than 70% were employed. In
other words, work alone does not guarantee security,
and, of course, many of those in low-income
households are children, disabled, or past the age of

. age of retirement.
retirement.

Moreover, the high cost of living in Alexandria -
means that the official poverty numbers can obscure a great deal of hardship and
need. For instance, the Economic Security Institute at Wider Opportunities for
Women estimated that a family in Alexandria with two working parents, a

preschooler, and child in elementary school would need an income of nearly $9,000
a month in 2010 to meet basic needs and budget for savings.® As shown in Table 2:
Self-Sufficiency Budget, the largest expenses, excluding taxes, were child care,
transportation, and housing. The Institute estimated

that such a family needed to budget more than $800 a The high cost of living in
month for food. Alexandria means that the

High housing costs in Alexandria are a significant official poverty numbers
barrier for many families, including those with incomes | 0bscure a great deal of
above the official poverty threshold. Approximately Nha’“ dship and need.

80% of both renters and homeowners in Alexandria
with incomes below $35,000 are paying more than 30% of their income for housing
(a standard definition of unaffordable housing). Altogether, about 9,000 households
fall into this category. See Table 3: Housing Affordability.”

Comparisons of price estimates find food more expensive in Alexandria and the
region than in the rest of the country.® In addition, part of the cost to shop for food
in Alexandria is due to Virginia’s grocery tax, a regressive tax that

guarantee financial security,
and, of course, many of those
in low-income households are
children, disabled, or past the
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disproportionately affects low-income shoppers. Virginia is one of only a few states

to tax groceries. Although a grocery tax may seem small, researchers believe such

taxes may cause real harm.?

Because the official poverty rates are based on a nationwide threshold that does
not take into account the local cost of living, we should ask how many Alexandrians
live below income levels that more realistically represent hardship in an expensive
city. Doing so gives us a more complete picture of need in Alexandria.

For instance, twice the federal poverty threshold for
a family of three (with either one or two children) was
about $35,000 in 2010. Approximately 29,000 persons,
including nearly 5,000 children, lived below two times
the poverty threshold in Alexandria at that time. Note
that twice the poverty level is still well below the self-
sufficiency budget mentioned earlier. Also, this number
does not include families that may have experienced
sharp declines in income or increases in their budget
for short periods of time (e.g., during a health crisis).

Thus, conservatively, there were 12,000
Alexandrians living below the official poverty threshold

Thousands of Alexandrians,
perhaps as many as one in
five, live in households
struggling to make ends
meet. Unfortunately, when it
comes to deciding what bills
to pay, some of these families
have to reduce what they
spend on food, which can
result in an unhealthy diet.

. S

and another 17,000 living near poverty (i.e., well below a sufficiency budget) in
2010. This total of 29,000 represents approximately 20% of the city’s population.10

See Table 4: Poverty.

The bottom line is that thousands of Alexandrians, perhaps as many as one in

five, live in households struggling to make ends meet. Unfortunately, when it comes
to deciding what bills to pay, some of these families are forced to reduce what they
spend on food. This, in turn, increases the probability that the household is food
insecure, bringing with it the risk of negative health and developmental outcomes.



The Emergency Food System

The Emergency Food System (EFS) refers to the collection of organizations that

provides groceries or meals directly to persons needing immediate assistance. The
EFS includes a variety of efforts, such as food banks, food pantries, soup kitchens,
meals served outside to the homeless, and meals served at shelters. The institutions
making up the EFS play a vital role in the community by filling in the gaps for people
who have fallen between the cracks of government food assistance programs, who
need assistance more rapidly than that provided by government programs, or who
ran out of benefits at the end of the month.

Before discussing the EFS in Alexandria, we should explain a few terms as we

use them in this report:

Food banks are nonprofit organizations that distribute food (from USDA and
other sources) to charities in a region. These local charities, in turn, distribute
this food, along with other food they acquire, to residents. The charities
receiving the food often pay fees to offset some of the food banks’ operating
costs. In addition, food banks in some areas provide food directly to clients.
Many of the larger food banks in the country offer a variety of food-related
services (such as afterschool meal programs) either directly or in conjunction
with other providers. Some food banks also engage in advocacy work on poverty
issues and assist low-income residents with applications for government food
programs. For the metropolitan region, the institution serving in this role is the
Capital Area Food Bank (CAFB), although not all Emergency Food Providers
(EFPs) in the arearely on it.

Food pantries distribute bags or boxes of groceries directly to individuals and
households onsite. Although these organizations are nonprofits, many of them,
particularly the larger ones, depend on USDA programs, as well as donations
from individual contributors and food retailers, to serve their clients. In many
cases, these programs supplement these sources with foods they purchase.

Emergency food kitchens are programs that provide prepared meals (complete
“hot meals” or cold sandwiches and juice, etc.). In this report, we use the term
generically to cover operations serving meals as takeaway food, or via delivery
to homes, or as congregate meals. Thus, we also include in this category shelters
which provide sit-down meals to residents in emergency need (e.g., the
homeless or those fleeing domestic violence). Like pantries, these programs vary
in size and the frequency of services.



Alexandria’s Emergency Food System

To develop a general profile of Alexandria’s EFS, a survey was distributed to
EFPs in January 2013. The survey covered the services, resources, and needs of the
providers. Out of the 13 contacted, 10 organizations completed the survey. A list of
the EFPs that responded, with a short description of their services, is in Appendix B.

In addition to the surveys, we visited and interviewed several EFP managers
and reviewed additional data they provided. Several meetings with members of the
working group—both as a group and in one-on-one interviews—were also held. To
further understand how Alexandria’s EFS compared to that in other places, we also
reviewed research reports on emergency food systems around the nation, visited
the Arlington Food Assistance Center (AFAC), and spoke with the CAFB.

While this report provides a comprehensive overview of Alexandria’s EFS, there
are some limitations to this profile. First, analysis of Alexandria’s EFS is limited by
the lack of data kept by some organizations. Second, the data available are not easily
compared across organizations because both services and methods of categorizing
data vary. Third, while the largest EFPs within Alexandria were surveyed, it is
unlikely that all EFPs serving residents of the City of Alexandria received a survey.
Finally, some families may travel outside the city for emergency food assistance.
(Among those EFPs, we only surveyed Food for Others.)

Number of Clients and Frequency of Services

All of the food pantries in Alexandria surveyed restrict eligibility by residency
and all pantries, except for Food for Others’ community sites, restrict frequency of
service. All pantries, except the Last Saturday program operated by ALIVE!, served
fewer households in 2012 than 2011. The number of clients served, as estimated by
the organizations, is given in Appendix B.

There is some evidence that the frequency of using EFPs varies between clients.
Table 5 displays data from ALIVE!’s Last Saturday program at the Church of the
Resurrection for July 2012 to February 2013 (excluding November because
programming differs that month). Of the 158 households that visited in July 2012,
about a quarter (25%) returned only one time or not all in the next six months (i.e.,
for a total of one or two visits over the period). This is similar to AFAC’s experience
and to research findings in other parts of the country.1! Analysts and program
managers suspect this temporary use is due to families relying on emergency food
before government food assistance benefits become available or before the family is
made aware of such benefits.

10



As for the other clients of the Last Saturday
program, another 26% of them made a total of three
to four visits over this period. Finally, about half
(49%) of the 158 July client households came to the
Last Saturday program nearly every, if not every,
month. This variation in frequency of services
suggests that there is diversity in the severity of needs
among clients of EFPs.

Organizational Health of EFS

Overall, the survey responses and interviews
suggest that EFS organizations in Alexandria are not
straining to meet demand. Organizations reported
some recent fluctuation in budgets for food programs
due to changes in donations or demand for services.

'\

Overall, the survey
responses and interviews
suggest that EFS
organizations in Alexandria
are not straining to meet
demand.

However, there is
occasional need for
additional food supplies and
some need for specific skills
from volunteers.
Additionally, organizations
reported need for additional
storage space. Y

However, no alarming trends in budgets or reports of future closings appeared in
the surveys. Nonetheless, there is occasional need for additional food supplies and
some need for specific skills from volunteers. Additionally, organizations reported

need for additional storage space.

EFPs obtain supplies from a range of sources and the percentage of food
received from food banks, in-kind donations, purchases, etc. vary greatly from
organization to organization. Small pantries and food kitchens serving Alexandria
are supplied solely or primarily from in-kind donations. The larger food pantries
serving Alexandria have more diverse and varied sources of food: Between 10% and
65% of food comes from a food bank (or USDA commodities), between 10% and
50% comes from in-kind donations, and between 3% and 50% is purchased by the
organization. A smaller amount comes from gleaning or food rescue.

Many of the organizations stated they could serve a 10% increase in the number
of clients without reducing quality or quantity of food provided. (ALIVE!, the largest
program in the city, estimated that they could serve 10%-25% more clients.)
Moreover, only one organization reported that they “sometimes” have had to reduce
days or hours of services and one other organization reported this “seldom”

happened. However, five organizations reported that they have had to reduce meal

portions because of a lack of food: one reported this was “often” a problem, two

reported “sometimes” a problem, and two more “seldom” a problem.12 (The

seeming contradictions in these responses are discussed in footnote 16.)

11



Staff and Volunteers

There are few paid staff members at these organizations. Of the seven
organizations located in Alexandria, excluding city-run shelters, three have no paid
staff positions. Four organizations have one or two paid part- or full-time staff
positions per food-related program.

All of the pantries heavily rely on volunteers. ALIVE! alone reports about 150
volunteers working roughly 675 hours a month for their Last Saturday food
program. The reliance on volunteers and the limited number of paid staff is similar
to EFP organizations nationwide. (Food banks are the exception. They often have
significant budgets and larger numbers of staff).

While all but one EFP had enough volunteers to meet demands in 2012, five
organizations expressed needs for additional volunteers with specific skills. The
skills that three or more organizations mentioned needing are:

Fundraising (4 organizations)

Grant Writing (3 organizations)

Physical Ability, such as lifting (3 organizations)
Program Management Skills (3 organizations)
Translation (3 organizations)

Barriers to Services

According to survey responses, only half of the EFPs within Alexandria have
sufficient storage space. Two organizations reported a need for 500 or more
additional square feet of storage space. Other than insufficient storage space, the
most commonly reported problems were a lack of the following: parking,
refrigeration, delivery vehicles, food preparation space, accessibility for clients with
disabilities, and shelving (each was mentioned by one-fourth or more of the
organizations). Five organizations reported three or more barriers to their services.
Other organizations reported only one barrier, no barriers, or skipped the question.

[t is important to note that two EFPs in the region—one in Fairfax County and
one in Arlington—each receive well over $250,000 annually in funds and in-kind
rent from their local governments. (Indeed, one provider received $400,000 in local
government support in 2012 alone.). In addition, Fairfax County has outreach
workers assisting potential participants in government food programs at Food for
Others. In Arlington, AFAC and the local Virginia Department of Social Services
(VDSS) office are connected via a sophisticated data-sharing program that allows
both organizations to provide more complete services to AFAC clients.
Unfortunately, the EFPs in Alexandria (other than some serving congregate meals)
currently receive much less support from the local government.

12



Food Quality in the EFS

Describing the food in the EFS in Alexandria is not a simple matter because of
the diversity of charities providing food assistance. For instance, using their own
resources, or in tandem with government food security efforts, local charities may
provide sandwiches to homeless men, hot meals at a shelter, or bagged groceries.
Nonetheless, below is a summary of some observations from the survey.

Grains: Most of the food pantries surveyed (85%) regularly distribute non-
bread grains (e.g., cereal, pasta, etc.).13 However, only about a quarter of food
pantries regularly distribute whole-grain bread and only a little more than half
regularly distribute bread at all.

Fresh Dairy and Meat: ALIVE! and Food for Others, two of the largest EFPs, are
the only pantries that regularly distribute fresh eggs. Only Food for Others
reports regularly providing fresh milk, and no pantries regularly have fresh
dairy other than milk. A little less than half of the food pantries surveyed
distribute fresh meat regularly and only two distribute fresh fish regularly.

Fresh and Frozen Produce: About two-thirds of the pantries stated that they
regularly distribute both fresh fruit and vegetables. However, likely due to a
lack of freezer space, frozen foods are rarely offered. This is unfortunate,
because frozen fruits and vegetables can last a long time and be portioned out
as needed (i.e., a single serving can be defrosted for one person and then later
for two persons, etc., without spoiling).

Canned Foods: Not surprisingly, all of the food pantries regularly distribute
canned or jarred goods (including canned fruit and vegetables, canned meat,
canned fish, canned soups, and pasta sauce).

Other: Other foods regularly carried include peanut butter (85%) and mac and
cheese (100%).

Organizations reported that they are most often in need of the following (these
are items that were mentioned three or more times):

e (Canned fish or other canned meat

e Tomatoes (canned or tomato paste/sauce)

e Meat (chicken and lunchmeat were mentioned)
e Peanut butter

13



Finally, many respondents expressed concerns about the healthfulness of the
foods donated to pantries by the public or cooked by volunteers for congregate
meals. The most common concerns were a lack of low-
sodium foods and too many sugary foods and sugary

Among the organizations
drinks. The majority of providers mentioned both of these

surveyed, the most common

concerns. concerns about the food or
In addition, half of the organizations expressed meals provided were a lack
concern about the lack of fresh foods. Less frequent of low-sodium foods and too
concerns were: many sugary foods or
e Not enough diversity of foods drinks.
e Foods close to their expiration date The majority of providers
¢ Not enough staple food items mentioned both of these
Overall, pantries appear to need assistance increasing | concerns.
the availability of whole-grain breads, eggs, low-fat milk, ~ \_ S

and low-sodium foods. For organizations that rely on

purchasing food or receiving food from donors (e.g., food drives), plans need to be
made to improve the quality of those purchases and in-kind donations. We address
these concerns in the final section of the report.

Coordination and Collaboration

The survey responses suggest that there is some collaboration between EFPs
within Alexandria, most often through (1) sharing information with other
organizations regarding services, resources, and needs and (2) referring clients to
other organizations. In addition, more than half of the organizations reported
sharing resources with other EFPs, but the majority was uncertain about increasing
this type of collaboration.

The types of collaboration that require more planning and structure are
pursued less often. These less frequent types of collaboration include policy
advocacy and raising awareness of food hardship in Alexandria. Nonetheless, survey
respondents indicated an interest in increasing collaborative work in these two
areas, suggesting a need for dialogue about what advocacy work and a public
education campaign could look like in Alexandria and what it could achieve.

In discussions with EFPs and working group members, there was strong
support for strengthening relationships (1) among the providers, (2) between the
providers and local government, and (3) with regional and national organizations
that address food hardship in the United States. As with other issues raised in this
section, we address these concerns in the recommendation section.

14




Government Food Assistance Programs

Over a dozen national programs addressing food security, nutrition, and food
access are managed by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of USDA. These
programs make up the nation’s main safety net for preventing food hardship. 14
Altogether, about 1 in 4 people in the country will participate in one or more of the
USDA’s food assistance programs in a year.

In this section we discuss the largest of these programs and in the final section
of the report we focus our recommendations on those that seem to have the most
potential for expansion in Alexandria. This does not mean that other programs could
not also be expanded.

Benefits from these programs are paid for by the federal government. In
general, the cost of the administration of these programs is shared between the
state and federal government, with local governments sometimes contributing to
certain programs for expansion or to cover shortfalls. In addition to the vital role
these programs play in child and adult nutrition, they also are important
contributors to the local economy.

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly the Food
Stamp Program) is the nation’s main line of defense against hunger. Research has
found that receipt of a significant amount in SNAP benefits has a much greater
impact on the chance that a household attains a basic, nutritious diet than the
receipt of assistance from charitable sources.1>

In the 2012 State Fiscal Year, participation in SNAP in Alexandria totaled 14,793
residents (a bit more than 10% of Alexandria’s total population). The number of
participants in 2012 included 6,118 recipients under the age of 18 (approximately
41% of all recipients) and 1,000 who were over the age of 64 (about 7% of all
recipients). In other words, of the population participating in SNAP, nearly half were
children or elderly.

SNAP benefits are paid 100% by the federal government. In January 2013 alone,
$1.14 million in benefits for 8,961 low-income residents came into the city through
SNAP. This represents roughly $125 in benefits per person which comes to
approximately $1.40 per meal (e.g., 30 days times three meals a day).

In addition to the benefits to the individual, USDA estimates that for every five
dollars of SNAP benefits spent, the economy benefits by a total of approximately
nine dollars.1¢ Thus, adding in this economic multiplier, the local economy benefited
by approximately $2.1 million from SNAP participation in January 2013 alone.

15



(Because SNAP participants may shop outside the city, we cannot know precisely
how much the multiplier effect benefits Alexandria, but certainly much of it would.)

To look at the economic benefit another way, stores in Alexandria in 2011
received an average of $185,447 in SNAP redemptions (i.e., purchases made with
SNAP benefits).1” Because many grocery stores operate on a small profit margin,

SNAP redemptions can play an important role in their survival.

Could Alexandria be doing better at reaching eligible families? Estimates for how
many people are eligible for SNAP are hard to come by for local jurisdictions. But we
know that about 17,000 persons lived below 125% of the poverty threshold in
Alexandria in 2010. This provides a conservative estimate of the number eligible for
SNAP for that year.18 The unduplicated count of residents benefiting from SNAP in
the city for the 2010 fiscal year was 12,442 persons, considerably less than our
estimated number of eligible persons. (Representing 73% of the number eligible,
this is not far from the USDA’s estimate that Virginia overall reached 70% of the

SNAP-eligible population in 2010).

How much difference would enrolling additional eligible households make?

Using January 2013 participation data as an example, a
10% increase in participation—which represents an
ambitious but not unthinkable goal for SNAP expansion—
would mean that approximately 900 additional persons
would have been assisted. This would have brought in
approximately $114,000 in federal benefits to households
facing food hardship in one month. (An additional $91,327 in
economic stimulus would have been generated, too, for a
total of approximately $200,000.)

Considering that Alexandrians participating in SNAP
received an average of $125 a month in benefits, each eligible
household that does not apply for SNAP presents a serious
loss to these households and the economy. The loss of
eligible families in the SNAP program can also translate into
additional stress placed on EFPs, which are to provide

'\

Alexandria is leaving
money on the table by not
launching a campaign to
reach out to more eligible
families.

Fortunately, innovative
possibilities for expanding
SNAP participation are
being used around the
country, including in
Virginia, and the city should
investigate implementing
these.

. /

emergency services, not the sustained, more flexible, and more significant support

that SNAP can provide.

In short, whenever eligible families are not enrolled in SNAP, federal money has
been left on the table. Fortunately, innovative possibilities for expanding SNAP
participation are being used around the country, including in Virginia, and the City
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should investigate implementing these. For instance, Fairfax County has a SNAP
outreach worker at Food for Others’ programs approximately 20 hours a week.

The bottom line is that serious consideration should be given to redirecting or
realigning resources to increasing participation in SNAP and the flow of benefits
that would bring to the community. Of the money spent on outreach efforts by state
and local governments, 50% can be charged to the federal government as a shared
administrative cost. Donations raised by a nonprofit and expended on outreach as a
subcontractor for the government can also be used and reimbursed partially by the
federal government through the state.1?

Unfortunately, although there are some SNAP outreach funds targeting
Alexandria through the CAFB, they are spread across several communities and not
sufficient to significantly impact participation rates. Nonetheless, Department of
Community and Human Services staff hope that a recently developed online
screening and initial application process for SNAP (called CommonHelp), along with
a new outreach plan, to include stationing outreach workers at Alexandria EFPs,
may increase participation in the future. A more robust plan, however, will require
Virginia to include local efforts in the state outreach plan and funds from local
government or local organizations to draw down additional matching funds from
the USDA.

Women, Infants, and Children Program (WIC)

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC) provides foods specific to the needs of pregnant women, new mothers,
infants, and children up to age five. WIC participants shop at grocery stores
authorized by WIC to accept vouchers as payment for WIC-approved foods. In 2011,
the average store in Alexandria participating in the WIC program received $163,980
in redemptions (sales reimbursed by WIC).

WIC also affords participants increased access to nutrition education and
healthcare. Compared to neighboring jurisdictions, Alexandria has a relatively high
rate of low-weight births (8.0% in 2008).2° Fortunately, research shows that
participation in WIC can reduce low-weight births.21 Thus, an effort to ensure
participation and retention in WIC could be essential for reducing this health
indicator. In addition to benefiting WIC families, when stores participate in WIC
there is evidence that nearby stores improve the foods they offer, too.22

Currently, there are 10 WIC-approved stores in Alexandria where participants
can shop. Disconcertingly, three of these stores closed recently and it is uncertain
when they will re-open and if they will remain WIC-approved stores.
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In the 2012 Federal Fiscal Year, 3,277 Alexandrians were enrolled in WIC, while
there were approximately 5,634 adults and children in Alexandria eligible, for an
overall participation rate of 58% (see Table 6). As Table 6 shows, about one-third of
expecting mothers who are eligible for WIC are not participating. Additional
research would be needed to learn more about who is not participating and why. We
encourage such work to focus on immigrant populations. Alexandria is home to
many households where no adult reports speaking English well. In addition, recent
changes 