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FARM BILL 2023: NUTRITION PROGRAMS

Thursday, February 16, 2023

U.S. SENATE
COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE, NUTRITION, AND FORESTRY
Washington, DC.

The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10 a.m., in room
328A, Russell Senate Office Building, Hon. Debbie Stabenow,
Chairwoman of the Committee, presiding.

Present: Senators Stabenow[presiding], Klobuchar, Bennet , Gilli-
brand, Smith, Durbin, Booker, Lujan, Warnock, Welch, Boozman,
Hoeven, Ernst, Hyde-Smith, Marshall, Tuberville, Braun, Grassley,
Thune, and Fischer.

STATEMENT OF HON. DEBBIE STABENOW, U.S. SENATOR
FROM THE STATE OF MICHIGAN, CHAIRWOMAN, U.S. COM-
MITTEE ON AGRICULTURE, NUTRITION, AND FORESTRY

Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, good morning. Let me call the
hearing of the U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition,
and Forestry to order. Now I would simply say that my eyes are
on you, from anyplace in the room here, up on the portrait.

[Applause.]

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you, John, for coming in and
speaking last night, Senator Boozman, and for everyone. It is a lit-
tle weird, I just have to tell you, sitting here. It is an honor.

I want to welcome our Deputy Under Secretary Stacy Dean and
our Administrator, Cindy Long. Thank you so much for joining us
for this really important hearing. We are fortunate to have you
here today as we review the farm bill nutrition programs in prepa-
ration for the 2023 Farm Bill.

Last week our hearing covered the farm safety net. Today our
fifth farm bill hearing covers the family safety net. These critical
programs help people afford their groceries, make healthier choices,
find work, benefit farmers and our entire food economy, and they
lift millions of Americans out of poverty.

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), helps
more than 40 million children, seniors, working adults, veterans,
and people with disabilities buy food to feed their families. These
are our friends, our neighbors, and relatives who deserve to be able
to put food on the table, even when they are going through a hard
time. Like the single mom of two in Macomb County who just lost
her job and does not know how she is going to pay for rent and
feed her kids. Or the retired couple in Gladwin, Michigan, who
lives on a fixed income and worries about covering the cost of their
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medication and the healthy diet they need to manage their diabe-
tes.

SNAP reduces food insecurity by 30 percent, and it provides
needed benefits to more than one million of our Nation’s veterans.
Studies show that families who participate in SNAP are healthier
than eligible people who do not, reducing health care costs by as
much as $5,000 per person per year.

Every parent will tell you that a hungry child cannot learn, and
we know that eligible children who participate in SNAP have bet-
}:‘er educational outcomes and future participation in the work
orce.

SNAP is one of the most responsive and effective economic tools
we have at our disposal. Every dollar spent in SNAP increases the
GDP by $1.50, making SNAP the fastest way to stimulate the econ-
omy during an economic downturn, particularly in our rural com-
munities.

SNAP is also countercyclical. Just as we spend on farm pro-
grams, and the spending increases when commodity prices are low,
spending in SNAP increases during economic downturns. As the
economy improves and families no longer need SNAP, SNAP spend-
ing decreases. We witnessed the program expand and contract
based on need during and after the Great Recession, and most re-
cently during the pandemic.

Just yesterday, the Congressional Budget Office released their
updated budget projections which show the economic challenges
that still exist and that families are still hurting as a result.

It is also important to remember that for an individual, for a per-
son, SNAP is a modest form of help. The average benefit is only
about $6.00 per person per day—$6.00—for all of their meals com-
bined. I am sure there is at least one person in this room right now
who has spent more than that on their morning coffee.

The bipartisan work we accomplished in the 2018 Farm Bill di-
rected a long overdue reevaluation of the Thrifty Food Plan. Not
since 1975 have we updated the assumptions on which SNAP is
made. This update increased the average SNAP benefit by less
than $2.00 per day, a modest increase but one that is estimated to
lift 2.4 million people, including 1 million children, out of poverty.

The 2018 Farm Bill also expanded opportunities and partner-
ships through the SNAP Employment and Training Program, or
SNAP E&T as we call it, including increased funding, new public-
private partnership options, and adding evidence-based comprehen-
sive case management and supervised job search components to
E&T. Additionally, the 2018 Farm Bill invested in SNAP tech-
nology improvements and strengthened the SNAP quality control
system.

As we turn to the 2023 Farm Bill, I look forward to strength-
ening health outcomes in SNAP through programs like SNAP Nu-
trition Education and the Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Pro-
gram that we call Double Up Bucks. We should continue to support
individuals in finding long term employment through SNAP E&T
while rejecting harsh work requirements that only serve as bar-
riers to Americans getting temporary help that they need.

SNAP, and other nutrition programs that we will consider today
like the Emergency Food Assistance Program, or TEFAP, the Com-
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modity Supplemental Food Program, and the Food Distribution
Program on Indian Reservations, weave the fabric of a proven safe-
ty net for American families—a safety net we must preserve and
protect.

While it is not the topic of today’s hearing, I want to commend
the USDA for announcing their efforts to update the WIC food
package as well as their proposed rule to make school meals more
nutritious through thoughtful, common-sense policies.

I look forward to hearing important feedback from our stake-
holders that we will be doing through our subcommittee, and with
that, I am going to turn to my Ranking Member, Senator Boozman.

STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN BOOZMAN, U.S. SENATOR FROM
THE STATE OF ARKANSAS

Senator BoozMAN. Thank you, Madam Chair, and congratula-
tions on the portrait. We had a great event last night. It was the
who’s who of agriculture from throughout the country that was
here to celebrate. The Chairwoman allows us to have farm groups
in the hearing room to meet with, so now, if you are not present
you will still be present, looking down, making sure that I behave
while we are visiting with these groups.

Chairwoman STABENOW. That is right.

Senator BoozMAN. As I meet with Arkansans, food insecurity is
an all-too-familiar experience in rural and urban parts of my State.
Thankfully, the nutrition programs that this Committee authorizes,
programs I have been proud to support, are there to provide help.
I have long advocated for domestic and international food assist-
ance programs. In fact, some of the most meaningful accomplish-
ments the Chairwoman and I achieved in the 117th Congress were
related to feeding hungry people.

As we work our way through the titles of the farm bill, it is im-
portant for this Committee to review our nutrition programs and
make sure they are working as intended and being implemented
properly by USDA, like every other farm bill program.

Many do not realize this, but the nutrition title is, by far, the
costliest title in the bill. Yesterday’s CBO baseline projection shows
that farm bill nutrition programs—not the entire farm bill but the
farm bill nutrition programs—will cost more than $1.2 trillion over
10 years, which is greater than 80 percent of the total cost of the
bill. In fact, according to CBO, we will spend more on SNAP from
2023 to 2033 than we have in the previous two decades combined.
Since the last farm bill, the cost of the largest of these programs,
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP, has
grown by more than 94 percent, from $65 billion annually in 2018,
to an expected $127 billion in 2023.

The pandemic and inflation drove some of these cost increases,
but let there be no doubt that the largest driver was a decision by
the leadership of the Food, Nutrition, and Consumer Services mis-
sion area to abandon 40 years of precedent and increase SNAP
benefits by 21 percent to record high levels, levels that are
unsustainable. Some will cynically point to the provisions to update
the Thrifty Food Plan in the 2018 Farm Bill as the basis for
USDA'’s action, but Congress never agreed to permit a quarter of
a trillion-dollar spending increase. As the Government Account-
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ability Office (GAO) recently documented, FNCS used a sloppy
process with an accelerated schedule. USDA knew the outcome it
wanted and then backed into it. Because of these actions, FNCS’s
political appointees have made passage of the 2023 Farm Bill much
more difficult because they showed a lack of good judgment and
gross abuse of discretion. By leaning on the scales, they chose to
disrupt the delicate balance of the farm bill coalition and severely
eroded the trust that is crucial to legislate and to govern.

When one program constitutes more than 80 percent of the
spending in the next farm bill, and thereby effectively crowds out
the ability to make crucial investments in every other title, is there
real})y any room left for farmers in the traditional farm bill coali-
tion?

As a reminder, SNAP is intended to supplement a beneficiary’s
monthly grocery budget. It was not created to serve as the bene-
ficiary’s monthly grocery budget. SNAP is available to anyone who
qualifies because it is an entitlement program. There are no par-
ticipation caps. There are, however, specific requirements to receive
benefits. One of those requirements is related to work.

To qualify for benefits, participants must work 20 hours a week
or be in job training. I think most would agree that 20 hours a
week is equal to part-time work. For nearly three years, SNAP par-
ticipants have been exempted from work requirements. It is time
for this exemption to end and it is time for USDA to get serious
about enforcing work requirements. States should no longer be al-
lowed to game the system. Jobs, good jobs, are plentiful. There are
more than 11 million jobs open across the country, equivalent to
nearly two job openings for every unemployed person. Approxi-
mately five million of those job openings are in 25 States and terri-
tories that are not enforcing work requirements. This job gap
pushes labor costs higher, slows supply chains, delays our economic
recovery from the pandemic, and importantly, is a large contributor
to the historic inflation facing our Nation.

Why is the Biden Administration not promoting work? As study
after study proves, work equals dignity. A culture of dependence
weakens our communities and our country. SNAP is a valuable
program, but it should lead to self-reliance, not generational de-
pendence.

As someone who has consistently supported SNAP, WIC, and
school nutrition programs, I cannot overstate how damaging
FNCS’s conduct has been. I am deeply disappointed in its ap-
pointed leadership. This is why oversight is so necessary, because
at the end of the day what FNCS has done has weakened the pro-
gram it supposedly was trying to help. That, unfortunately, will be
the legacy of this decision.

Madam Chair, I request inclusion in the hearing record the re-
port conducted by the GAO on the Thrifty Food Plan, the GAO de-
termination that USDA failed to submit the Thrifty Food Plan food
basket increase to Congress as a rule as required by the congres-
sional Review Act, and the updated baseline released by CBO yes-
terday, which shows an increase in SNAP outlays from 2023 to
2032 by $93 billion dollars, likely in large part due to USDA hav-
ing the ability to increase the cost of the food basket under the
Thrifty Food Plan again in 2027 and 2031.
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Chairwoman STABENOW. So ordered, without objection.
[The document can be found on page 119-252 in the appendix.]

Senator BO0ZMAN. Thank you. Again, I thank the Chairwoman
very much for holding this really important hearing and look for-
ward to our witnesses. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much.

We will now turn to our Deputy Under Secretary Dean, and we
are so glad to have you with us, both of you with us. Ms. Stacy
Dean is Deputy Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and Con-
sumer Services at the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Prior to this
role, she served as Vice President for Food Assistance Policy at the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. She earned her under-
graduate and master’s degrees from the University of Michigan—
and I will not hold that against you as a Michigan State University
grad. We are so glad to have you here.

Let me also introduce Mrs. Cindy Long, who serves as Adminis-
trator for the Food and Nutrition Service Program at USDA. She
most recently served as Acting Administrator for FNS and as Dep-
uty Administrator for Child Nutrition Programs.

Welcome to both of you, and we will ask you to proceed.

STATEMENT OF STACY DEAN, DEPUTY UNDER SECRETARY,
FOOD, NUTRITION, AND CONSUMER SERVICES, U.S. DEPART-
MENT OF AGRICULTURE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

ACCOMPANIED BY CINDY LONG, ADMINISTRATOR, FOOD AND NUTRI-
TION SERVICE PROGRAM, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE,
WASHINGTON, D.C.

Ms. DEAN. Thank you so much, Chairwoman Stabenow and
Ranking Member Boozman for giving us the opportunity to be here
with you today. You introduced us so I will not take my time doing
that. I will flag that Administrator Long and I were both remark-
ing, we started our work on Federal nutrition programs when
Chairman Lugar was leading the Committee, and we went through
and had a story about all of the chairs, and look forward to adding
you to our storied list. It is wonderful to be here.

At my role at USDA, I had the privilege to see the farm bill’s
nutrition programs in action across our country, in big cities and
small rural towns, Tribal communities, job training centers, grocery
stores, farmers markets, and food banks. I have seen firsthand the
critical role our programs play in helping reduce poverty, sup-
porting the local economy, and promoting food and nutrition secu-
rity.

As we look ahead to how to strengthen our Federal nutrition pro-
grams we at USDA are looking at how best to advance food and
nutrition security, modernize the programs, particularly with re-
spect to delivery, steward them with integrity, and integrate an eq-
uity lens into our work.

Secretary Vilsack has charged us to help all Americans achieve
not only food security but also nutrition security. Nutrition security
means having consistent and equitable access to healthy, safe, af-
fordable food essential to health and well-being. SNAP, the corner-
stone of the farm bill’s nutrition title, is one of the most effective
tools for helping low-income households achieve nutrition security.
The Chairwoman did a far better job than I, but it reduces poverty
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and food hardship. It is a lifeline for its 41 million participants.
About four out of five households include either a child, an elderly
individual, or an individual with a disability.

By infusing food dollars into the economy, SNAP also benefits re-
tailers, grocery store employees, truck drivers, food manufacturers,
and, of course, the hard-working farmers who grow and produce
our food.

As it is designed to do, SNAP participation expanded early in the
pandemic in response to sudden increased need. Congress also took
action to strengthen SNAP even more by providing a temporary
boost to benefits and providing new flexibilities that enabled the
program and the States running it to adapt to evolving and uncer-
tain conditions. As that temporary help and flexibility now ends,
we will return to a new normal, and in that new normal SNAP par-
ticipants will receive a stronger benefit that has been adjusted to
reflect our assessment of the current cost of a budget-conscious
healthy diet, a directive from the 2018 Farm Bill.

We are also working to modernize program delivery and
strengthen integrity. Our program integrity efforts include enhanc-
ing fraud detection, conducting more robust oversight and data col-
lection, and minimizing improper payments and administrative er-
rors. To modernize our programs we are working to make it easier
for those who are eligible to enroll and participate. We are also ex-
panding online shopping with a focus on smaller, independent re-
tailers, so SNAP participants, no matter where they live, can ac-
cess the same services available to all shoppers.

We are strengthening SNAP employment and training programs,
consistent with the 2018 Farm Bill. Congress directed us to work
with States to implement evidence-based practices, match partici-
pants with the right services, and partner with State work force
systems, all to help participants gain the skills employers need in
today’s economy.

Finally, we are focused on increasing equity across our programs.
For example, we are expanding the reach of The Emergency Food
Assistance Program (TEFAP), into underserved areas, including re-
mote, rural, Tribal, and low-income communities, so that commu-
nities that have long faced systemic barriers to participating in this
program and opportunity can have reliable access to food when
they need it most.

Our equity efforts also include furthering Tribal involvement in
our nutrition programs, and these include the 2018 Farm Bill’s his-
toric self-determination projects for our Food Distribution Program
on Indian Reservations, which supports Tribal food sovereignty by
allowing Tribes to procure their own food for their people from
Tribal producers. We are providing Tribal communities with new
resources to develop and deliver culturally tailored nutrition edu-
cation.

It is worth nothing that through our food and nutrition security
efforts we are also working to support another of Secretary
Vilsack’s key goals, and that is the support of more and better mar-
kets and improving the resilience of U.S. agriculture. Specifically,
we are working to strengthen connections between farmers, ranch-
ers, and our nutrition programs. The upcoming farm bill is an im-
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portant opportunity to build on the remarkable success of our Fed-
eral nutrition programs, and we stand ready to work with you.

Thank you, and I really do look forward to our conversation
today. We both do.

[The prepared joint statement of Ms. Dean and Mrs. Long can be
found on page 40 in the appendix.]

Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, thank you very much. We will
begin questions now, and I appreciate very much both of you re-
sponding.

First let me say that, let us talk a little bit more about the
Thrifty Food Plan update because this was a conscious effort put
into the farm bill because there had not been an update since 1975
on the basic assumptions on which we provide help in terms of the
food programs. Things like how people prepare food and costs and
other things have not been looked at, and certainly there have been
many, many changes since 1975. This was an effort to do a real
analysis.

Challenges, questions raised by GAO that we would like you to
respond to, but also the results provided really a modest but mean-
ingful increase to benefit millions of people across the country, as
I indicated, about $2.00 a day because of the comprehensive update
of assumptions that were made in 1975.

At this point could you talk about how the USDA conducted the
review and more about what this really means to real people, be-
cause rather than big numbers, I mean, we are talking about what
this means to an individual person, individual family, as they are
trying to get some help to be able to feed their family.

Ms. DEAN. Thank you. We appreciate the opportunity to talk
about the reevaluation. I just want to say we do stand by the proc-
ess. It was a sound process. It was robust and evidence-based, and
as you say, resulted in the first increase in real purchasing power
of the benefit in over 45 years. That amount ended up being 40
cents per person per meal. There is this, of course, an aggregate.
It was a significant increase, but it also very clearly put healthy
food within reach for tens of millions of Americans.

Just to comment briefly on the process, as you pointed out, the
farm bill language directed us to reevaluate and essentially update
our estimate of the cost of a budget-conscious healthy diet. It was
very specific to do that update with four particular criteria: current
prices, the new dietary guidelines, the nutrients in food, and to
consider the foods that Americans eat, what types of foods they
buy. The idea was to balance all of those things, or to optimize
them, within our existing Thrifty Food Plan model.

I think it is really important that everyone here understand we
did not take the approach from 2020 and rebuild it from the
ground up. We took the model that had been the basis for the
Thrifty Food Plan going back decades and updated it for the four
parameters which you all directed us to do. We have deep expertise
on the Thrifty Food Plan within the Department, both at FNS,
ERS, and ARS, so we worked with our colleagues there.

It was a very robust effort. I would argue it was a very conserv-
ative effort. GAO pointed out several areas where there was evi-
dence but it was not, in our minds, clear and convincing evidence
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to make a change, and the areas that they suggested, had we made
a change, would have increased the Thrifty further.

We just wanted to follow the four specific areas and update
where there was clear and compelling evidence, and the primary
place where there was evidence, and GAO commended our change
there, was to use new price data. Instead of using households’
recollection of how much they pay, we actually have the ability to
pull the scanner data and price data right off of the store shelves.
That change was the primary result in why benefits increased, al-
though there were a few others. Again, as you said, it resulted in
a modest per-household change but it did put healthy food within
reach for millions of struggling Americans.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much, and I think it is
also important to note that just as in the increases that come in
the commodity title or crop insurance because of conditions and so
on, it is built into the baseline every time. Now this is built into
the baseline. This is not something that has to be newly paid for
ever year. Correct? Because that was a 40-some-year look-back, as
opposed to now year-by-year, you have basically a reset so that as
it moves forward this becomes something very modest and built
into the baseline. Is that correct?

Ms. DEAN. That is exactly right. You directed it, so it is current
law and built into the baseline.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you. Let us talk for a minute—
actually, I am out of time, so I am going to wait and come back,
if I have an opportunity to talk about the Double Up Bucks pro-
gram, which I think has been very successful in helping people eat
healthier foods. Looking forward to that, but I am going to turn it
to Senator Boozman.

Senator BoozZMAN. Thank you, Madam Chair.

When the 2018 Farm Bill was done what was the CBO score for
Thrifty Food?

Ms. DEAN. I believe—I cannot recall whether CBO gave it no
score or a

Senator BoozMAN. It was not scored. It was not a cost. That was
the congressional understanding, that it would be at no cost. I am
sure USDA provided input to CBO concerning it, and so again, we
had a no-cost score and yet this cost $250 billion.

I guess the question is, who identified the Thrifty Food plan re-
evaluation as a means to increase the SNAP benefit levels?

Ms. DEAN. Senator, I think that is not how the sequence oc-
curred. We went about undertaking the evaluation, again——

Senator BoOZMAN. Who is “we”?

Ms. DEAN. Sorry. FNCS. The Secretary and I worked with the
team in providing direction. We set forth, and I believe we accom-
plished a sound, evidence-based process to update the Thrifty rel-
ative to those four criteria. When the team set about doing it they
found they could not update it without incurring a cost in terms
of reflecting current price data, the new DGAs, and the food con-
sumption and nutrients.

Senator BoozMAN. I have got Section 4002. You mentioned the
four criteria. Cost is not part of this.

Ms. DEAN. I am sorry?

Senator BooZMAN. Cost is not part of this.




Ms. DEAN. That is correct.

Senator BoozMmaN. Okay. Again, you have got a CBO score of
zero, congressional intent zero, USDA’s help in regard to what was
going on is zero, and yet you increased it $250 billion without any
congressional interaction whatsoever.

In response to the findings of GAO, USDA indicated that the
TFP reevaluation could have increased SNAP benefits by even a
larger amount. What was the maximum increase that could have
been applied in the reevaluation and how was it determined to cap
the increase at a quarter of a trillion dollars?

Ms. DEAN. Again, Senator, that is not how we approached the
question. The question was to solve for what is our best estimate
of a healthy budget-conscious diet. Had we, for example, allowed a
wider array—for example, when we were pulling the scanner data
and the prices for different categories of food it was the lowest-cost
food in each category. If we had allowed all foods in a particular
category then that would have increased the cost. We were very
mindful that the word “thrifty” is a part of the plan, and it is in-
tended to be a low-cost——

Senator BoOzMAN. You felt like you had the authority to go
ahead and do the higher categories if you wanted to.

Ms. DEAN. No. I think the law makes clear that we were meant
to design, and for the past 45 years have had a low-cost budget.
We made decisions in keeping with where we have been for the
past four decades. You just asked me a hypothetical and I gave you
a hypothetical answer.

Senator BoozMAN. Well, for the past 40 years or whatever it has
been cost neutral.

Ms. DEAN. Prior updates have been cost neutral, but they have
not been done with the directive of the statute.

Senator BOOZMAN. It is my understanding that USDA recently
hired a new SNAP director, Catherine Buhrig.

Ms. DEAN. Yes.

Senator BoOOZMAN. There are questions as to whether she will re-
locate to Washington, DC, from Pennsylvania. SNAP is one of the
largest entitlement programs in the Federal Government. What is
her official duty station? Is her position officially a remote duty sta-
tion? If so, can you explain how Ms. Buhrig will operate a program
that spends more than $100 billion annually?

Ms. DEAN. We are delighted to have Cathy Buhrig join us. She
has been the SNAP director for Pennsylvania for many years. She
is an incredibly talented and experienced leader. All of our national
office SES work out of our Braddock Road office in Alexandria, and
she will be there consistent with her other peers.
hYou asked a very detailed question so we can get back to you on
that.

Senator BoozMAN. Her duty station is going to be there? She is
not working remotely?

Ms. DEAN. No. I mean, I will say some staff do telework, or if
she is traveling she will need to be working from another location.
Yes, she will be working out of Braddock Road, our Braddock Road
office in Alexandria.

Senator BoozMAN. Okay. thank you, Madam Chair.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Ernst.
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Senator ERNST. Yes, thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking
Member Boozman, and thank you, Under Secretary Dean, for being
here today and for your testimony.

The Department of Defense recently updated its statistics on
military eligibility which show that, unbelievably, 77 percent of
young people aged 17 to 24 are ineligible to serve in the military,
and the leading disqualifier for service is obesity. This is a grave
national security concern, and we really do have to do better to
achieve those healthy outcomes for our young people.

Included in the 2018 Farm Bill was a program that I had cham-
pioned. It is the Healthy Fluid Milk Incentives program. The 2020
to 2025 dietary guidelines for Americans had noted that 90 percent
of Americans do not meet the U.S.-recommended dairy consump-
tion. Do you support this approach of encouraging SNAP house-
holds to purchase healthy but under-consumed foods such as milk
and also other nutrient-dense dairy products like cheese and yogurt
to remind people of the nutritional value?

Ms. DEAN. Yes, Senator. We are very pleased with the progress
that we have been making on the Healthy Fluid Milk Incentives
program. It has recently been awarded to a new contractor, Au-
burn, and they are making great progress, and we hope to learn
quite a bit of what they are incentivizing and then the details of
how it works at the register. We feel like there is some stickiness,
and if we can pull those two things together ideally we can take
lessons learned there for future work.

Senator ERNST. Very good. It is something that I am continuing
to work on for this upcoming farm bill, and, of course, to help al-
leviate some of the concerns coming from DoD and obesity that is
rampant with our youth.

I want to tag on a little bit with what the Ranking Member was
saying. A lot of us are very shocked at the CBO score that came
out, and the CBO had raised its cost estimate for SNAP by $93 bil-
lion over the next 10 years. I do believe it is important that we are
providing critical assistance to those citizens that are most vulner-
able, but we also have an obligation to ensure that these Federal
funds are not abused and that they are not taken advantage of. We
have seen just a shocking level of fraud throughout the SNAP pro-
gram.

As we are considering ways to cut back governmental spending
we do have to maintain program integrity and carefully analyze
both recipient and retailer trafficking and fraud. What regulatory
safeguards can we provide to prevent fraud and ensure that the
government funds are utilized for the truest intentions of the
SNAP program?

Ms. DEAN. Well, Senator, let me just say the Secretary and my-
self and Administrator Long share your commitment to nutrition
security because it is, in fact, national security. I think the first
pathway there is to make sure all of our benefits are offering
meaningful support that meets the need, which is why we are mak-
ing some of the critical changes in SNAP, WIC, and school meals.
I just wanted to flag back on that.

You are absolutely right that stewarding the program with integ-
rity is a core goal, both in the act, obviously, for this Committee,
and for USDA. The appropriations that we received both in 2022
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and 2023 actually provided a significant increase in staffing for
FNS resources that had fallen to a historic low while our programs
had gotten larger, while many more stores had joined the program.
We just needed more capacity in order to oversee the programs
with, I think, the intention and direction that you are discussing.

We will continue to do that, and I am happy to loop back with
you if we identify an area where we need more resource or author-
ity.

Senator ERNST. That is good because we want to make sure that
those dollars are being used for those families that truly do need
this.

Another area that I am concerned about is that able-bodied
adults without dependents make up more than 10 percent of the
households who receive SNAP benefits. What are your beliefs about
the ability of these individuals to work 20 hours a week, given that
there are two jobs available for every person seeking jobs out
there?

Ms. DEAN. Well, the group that you talk about, known sometimes
in our program as ABAWDs, or the childless adults, just to make
sure we are all on the same page, when the public health emer-
gency ends in May—I am sorry. Let me step back.

Congress temporarily suspended the work requirement that ap-
plies to that population during the public health emergency, so that
policy will be changing in May, when the public health emergency
ends. As a result of the time limit being suspended that popu-
lation’s participation in the program did grow.

What we know about that requirement—and I think was origi-
nally set up and intended to support work, to promote work—it is
not having that result. There are multiple studies that show that
it does not result in increasing employment and, in fact, results in
increasing food hardship amongst the group.

As designed it is not working. The White House Conference on
Hunger, Nutrition, and Health, the strategy document called on
Congress to reevaluate and take a look at that rule to see if it
could be reconfigured to meet its intended purpose, which is to sup-
port and promote work, not increase food insecurity.

Senator ERNST. Yes, I appreciate that answer, and we do need
to get back to getting those able-bodied adults off of the program
and focusing again on the families that truly do need this assist-
ance. We are under extreme constraints with our budget and ap-
propriations, and we need to find a way to make sure that those
dollars are going as far as we can with the people that actually
need that assistance and programs. Thank you very much.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Welch is
next.

Senator WELCH. Thank you very much. You know, the Ranking
Member mentioned that the food program is the biggest expense,
and Senator Ernst, you were talking about having to make sure
the dollars are well spent. I am a strong supporter of nutrition. It
was a huge, huge benefit for my families and the kids. Any pro-
gram that we have in government should always be reviewed to
make certain that it is working properly and effectively.
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It is the case in Vermont that our farmers love being able to put
food on the table of the kids and families. I mean, when I talk to
farmers they are really proud that they are feeding America.

No. 1, to each of you, what suggestions do you have about mak-
ing the nutrition program stronger? When I say stronger, to meet
the needs of folks, and it has to be accountable. We cannot sub-
stitute just an immense amount of paperwork and call that ac-
countability, because that essentially, in many ways, will get
things much more difficult for people who do need it.

I will start with you, Ms. Dean.

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator. I appreciate that opportunity. I
mean, in this moment of review it is important, I think, to step
back. I am trying to remember. More than half of our participants
have incomes below 50 percent of the poverty line, meaning they
live in deep poverty when they come to SNAP and they seek its
help. Senator, you are right in reminding us to remind ourselves
of who is using this program, and it is primarily households with
very low income.

That having been said, a large number of households on the pro-
gram are earners. Their earnings are so low that they need SNAP
benefits to supplement, or senior citizens and individuals with dis-
abilities, for example, with a Social Security benefit that is too low
to allow them to eat healthily.

We are pleased that SNAP can supplement their income, and as
you are saying, more money at the grocery store which is more
money in the food economy back to those Vermont farmers.

Senator WELCH. Well, and another observation that I had in
Vermont is that many of these food programs, including at schools,
there is an enormous amount of community participation from local
folks who find this a really wonderful way to contribute to the com-
munity. There is a lot of volunteer effort that goes into it, every-
thing from the delivery of meals to the school lunch program. Can
each of you comment on that?

Ms. DEAN. Yes, absolutely. Maybe I will ask Administrator Long
to talk about one of our most wonderful community enhancements
in school food, which is Farm-to-School, obviously a cherished
Vermont

Mrs. LONG. Yes, absolutely. I would certainly agree with you,
Senator, that bringing local foods into schools——

Senator WELCH. Are you on the microphone? I am not sure.

Mrs. LoNG. I am. Sorry. Can you hear me now?

Senator WELCH. Yes.

Mrs. LoNG. Thank you. I would certainly agree with you, Sen-
ator, that bringing local foods into schools really is a way to pull
the community together. Thanks to the support of Congress we
have had a longstanding Farm-to-School program that was recently
renamed for Senator Leahy. We have been able to fund over 1,000
projects that have made those connections between schools and
communities and their local producers, and it can be trans-
formative.

I will also just quickly flag that that has been a longstanding
program, in place a little over a decade, and at USDA we have re-
cently made other efforts to support local food being even more
present in schools. Our sister agency, the Agricultural Marketing
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Service, has been providing funding to States. I believe we funded
over 30 States to date, for them to assist schools and local pro-
ducers in making those connections.

Senator WELCH. Yes, no, I would be very interested in working
with the folks on that Farm-to-School because I think all of us are
really supportive of that local agricultural component that is really
near and dear to our communities.

Talking about the kids at school, you know, I was at St. Albans
and there are like 80 percent of the kids who are eligible. It is real-
ly astonishing because it is a statement about our economy as
much as anything else, in the way people are living. It is an incred-
ible burden on the schools too because they are taking on so much
more responsibility for so many different areas. I think that is not
just true in Vermont. It is true all around the country. There is
this additional benefit of the socialization of kids, eating at lunch
rather than being on their devices. Has there been any study of
what the social benefits are of the food security for the kids at
school?

Mrs. LONG. Well, I think there are a number of studies that show
the benefits of the school meals program, including the nutritional
benefits. Kids who eat school meals are more likely to consume
fruits and vegetables and milk than their peers who do not partici-
pate in the program.

You know, you certainly mentioned the value of a community sit-
ting down and eating together and socializing. That is something
that we have certainly seen has been beneficial from something
called the Community Eligibility Provision, which is a program
within the School Lunch Act that allows lower-income communities
to serve healthy meals to all kids, and it really does encourage in-
creased participation, it reduces stigma, and it does significantly
feduce that administrative burden that you were referring to ear-
ier.

Senator WELCH. Thank you very much. I am over my time.
Thank you, Madam Chair.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Mar-
shall.

Senator MARSHALL. Well, thank you, Madam Chair, and let me
just clear my voice just for a second here with some delicious whole
milk, the greatest drink known to mankind, known to humankind.

My big concern with these new WIC guidelines coming out is
they are decreasing by eight quarts the milk per month for
breastfeeding women. I just remember my grandmother, the great-
est nutritionist of all time, saying that milk was so important for
breastfeeding moms. Guess what? As an obstetrician I learned the
same thing. I am concerned about the WIC guidelines. I am con-
cerned about the fact that whole milk is not in schools. The skim
milk just simply does not have the good taste. We are going to have
a generation of men and women with osteoporosis a decade sooner
than a generation where we were all raised on milk, whole milk.
By the way, did I mention it is good for absorbing fat-soluble vita-
mins A, D, and K?

Senator WELCH. You are leaving out chocolate.

Senator MARSHALL. Chocolate milk, yes, it is better than no milk,
but the whole milk is the key. Okay. So on to SNAP.
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Chairwoman STABENOW. Let me just note that you did not share
this with the whole Committee.

Senator MARSHALL. The milk? I tried to get it in here but they
would not let me, Madam Chair. They would not. I would love to.

Okay. On to SNAP. I want to make it clear I want every person
in America that is in need that they get food. I do not want kids
going hungry, that nutrition is so important, you know, from pre-
conception to pregnancy, it is also important.

The SNAP budget is impacted by inflation, just like families back
home are. We have groceries that are up at least 18 percent over
the past two years. Our food inflation, since January 2021, is up
20 percent, but the SNAP benefits have gone up 50 percent.

I guess my question for you, Madam Secretary, is why are SNAP
benefits outpacing inflation, and where was the congressional au-
thority to increasing spending beyond inflation?

Ms. DEAN. Senator, first let me say we agree with you on in-
creasing dairy consumption, and we actually believe the WIC food
package alignment is to the dietary guidelines. We are trying to
make the package more responsive to what parents are looking for,
more flexible, more options. Cheese, yogurt, yogurt in container
sizes that parents want, which we think will increase overall re-
demption of the dairy benefit. The proposed rule is out. Comments
due on Tuesday, so please give us your comments.

With respect to SNAP, I think there are a couple of layers in
there, so thank you for giving me the opportunity. SNAP benefits
are adjusted each year on October 1st to reflect food inflation, so
that the program does not lose purchasing power each year. Almost
all of our food programs do that, and we really thank Congress for
building in that automatic adjuster so that the purchasing power
does not decrease. That was one of the changes.

The other change would, of course, be the Thrifty Food Plan ad-
justment that we talked about earlier in the hearing, where be-
cause our estimate of the cost of a healthy budget-conscious diet
went up by 21 percent, that translated into increased SNAP bene-
fits. That was also part of the increase. We did that reevaluation
at the direction of Congress, from the 2018 Farm Bill.

The rest of, if it is okay with you we will take a look with your
staff and sort out whether participation or other factors were part
of those increases.

Senator MARSHALL. Great. I just want to emphasize that mainly
because of inflation, SNAP was spending $65 billion a year in
2018-2019 frame to $110 billion. Inflation for groceries impacts ev-
erybody, including the Federal Government.

I want to turn just for a second to some of the States are not fol-
lowing the requirements for exceptions to getting SNAP, the work-
ing requirements. In fact, 18 States are currently using waivers,
despite their unemployment being below six percent. Ten percent
of SNAP recipients are able-bodied adults without dependents.
Why is the USDA not enforcing the law? Why are we letting these
States get away with this waiver when they do not qualify for it?

Ms. DEAN. Well, I probably did not say it clearly earlier, but Con-
gress suspended the three-month time limit, or the able-bodied
adult work requirement, for the duration of the public health emer-
gency. That is what is going on now, and we have been working
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fairly aggressively with States to ensure that they are reinstating
the law when that time limit suspension is over.

The rule is incredibly complicated, and we often see individuals
who should be exempt from it falling prey to it. You know, just let
me spend a moment underscoring this rule applies to veterans,
homeless individuals, a 19-year-old who has just aged out of foster
care and might struggle to find work.

Senator MARSHALL. Right. Again, we have to prioritize who gets
the funding for the food. I do not want anyone to go hungry, but
when we have seven million able-bodied men between the ages of
25 and 45 that are not working potentially qualifying for SNAP
benefits, it just does not seem fair that there are people on the
other end of the spectrum that truly, truly need the help, when
there are so many open jobs in this Nation. I think it is time to
get rid of the waivers. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Booker.
Oh, excuse me. Senator Klobuchar just walked in. You are bumped.
I am sorry. We keep moving in the Committee. I apologize. I apolo-
gize.

Senator BOOKER. I will always be happy to be bumped by Sen-
ator Klobuchar.

Chairwoman STABENOW. I want to thank all of our members, in-
cluding the Chairman of the Judicial Committee, who are going
back and forth and back and forth. I appreciate it. Senator Klo-
buchar, you are next.

Senator KLOBUCHAR. All right. Thank you. First of all, thank you
for your good work. Minnesota has a long history, way back to Hu-
bert Humphrey was involved in nutrition programs, and we care a
lot about them.

Under Secretary Dean, I want to thank you for your visit to our
State in October of last year to see a SNAP employment and train-
ing site with county commissioners and the Minnesota Department
of Human Services staff, and I understand you had a chance to see
first-hand the collaborative work being done with the State and
local government to support SNAP E&T (Employment and Train-
ing). Can you discuss in more detail how the Minnesota program
helps participants overcome barriers to employment and just about
how great the program is in Minnesota, basically? That is my ques-
tion.

Ms. DEAN. Well, Senator Klobuchar, you are right. It is a great
program, and I think it responds to the questions that I have got-
ten from a couple of members about we have got SNAP partici-
pants who are un-or under-employed, and we have got vacant, open
jobs. Now not all SNAP participants are qualified for the open jobs,
but there are plenty who are, and there are also plenty who, with
a little bit of help and a little bit of skill-building could go from
being a SNAP participant who is unemployed to someone who is
employed.

The program in Hennepin County is phenomenal. Basically there
is an organization in the County who is buying houses up for fore-
closure, takes the houses on, and then working with journeymen
carpenters, SNAP participants or other individuals as a part of this
work force training program are trained by these skilled car-
penters, plumbers, electricians on how to do construction, because
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there is a huge demand for skilled construction workers in Min-
neapolis. It is a booming city.

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Oh, throughout our State.

Ms. DEAN. Right. Here we have individuals who might not be
skilled or ready for that job but they are getting robust training.
Several of the individuals are also ex-offenders, so they had some
issues they had to work through with getting a driver’s license, in
some cases learning to drive, dealing with some of the barriers that
they have to work, and the program offered them an afternoon a
week to do that.

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Thank you. Just to move to the rural part
of our State, could you talk about how USDA will support expan-
sion of SNAP Online to small and independent retailers who may
face challenges implementing SNAP Online? It is not just rural but
it would be particularly helpful there, I think.

Ms. DEAN. Thank you for that. In March 2020, we had about
30,000 SNAP participants redeeming benefits online through a
pilot we were operating at the time. Now there are four million
households who are able to shop online. This has been an incred-
ible revolution in the program.

Interestingly enough, it is only about 180 retailers, in many
cases representing thousands of outlets who are on board with us,
and about half of them are small and independent grocers.

It is our absolute priority to focus on supporting small and inde-
pendent grocers, whether they be in the city or rural, to be able to
join. They do not have payment platforms, they may not have a
staff of accountants and technologists to help them stand up the
work, so we have given a grant to the National Grocers Association
to work directly with those retailers to help bring them on board.

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Okay. Thanks. Last question. Food banks
in our State, like Second Harvest Heartland, have seen a 40 per-
cent reduction, about seven million fewer pounds in Federal com-
modities in the last year. While USDA recently announced another
$943 million in purchases, it likely will not be able to fill the gap.
The program has to remain responsive to access supply, increased
demand. Could you be able to speak to the USDA’s plans to ensure
consistent access to food for our country’s food banks, whether
through the regular TEFAP spending or through the CCC pur-
chases?

Ms. DEAN. Thank you for lifting up this amazing community of
partners across the country who help ensure that our neighbors are
fed. We know that food banks are struggling. They face the same
food inflation that we have talked about earlier, supply chain dif-
ficulty, and all the while families are still showing up, seeking
their help. The Secretary is absolutely committed to the Emergency
Food Network and actually announced $1.5 billion in additional
funds on top of what Congress provides to bring our total support
for the program to about $2 billion for Fiscal Year 2023.

We will continue to monitor how our partners are faring, and
while I cannot speak for the Secretary or commit what he will do
with CCC, I know this is a deep interest and concern to him.

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Senator Grassley.
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Senator GRASSLEY. Thank you, Madam Chairman and Senator
Boozman.

SNAP has historically reflected the health of the economy. When
employment rates decrease, SNAP participation rates decrease. In
his State of the Union message, Biden rightfully touted 3.4 percent
unemployment, a 50-year low.

Now, SNAP participation is at more than 41 million people, 12
percent higher than it was in February 2020. The cost of Federal
nutrition assistance has increased 300 percent, from $63 billion in
2019 to $149 billion in 2022. As the current Ranking Member of
the Budget Committee I intend to stress the importance of budget
and spending decisions being made so we can work toward putting
in place a budget process that works.

Yesterday, CBO released their latest report on the Federal budg-
et outlook. They project that growing Federal spending and bor-
rowing leave us with an annual budget deficit of $2.9 trillion by
2033, and we have to start tackling that issue right now.

Most relevant to today’s hearing, CBO says that total spending
on SNAP will exceed $1.2 trillion over the next decade. That is a
staggering statistic, especially considering that when we were de-
veloping the last farm bill that applicable number was 664. Our
people’s confidence in SNAP is undermined when this Administra-
tion usurps Congress’ power of the purse and very unilaterally in-
creases the program’s cost by hundreds of billions of dollars with-
out any concern to the fiscal impact and the impact on inflation.

Before I ask question I am going to kind of sum up a philosophy
I have. I do not know how it is shared by other people. February
2020, we had X number of money and people on food stamps. Then
we had to intervene and spend a heck of a lot of money before the
pandemic. I assume if you do something because you have a pan-
demic, you have an emergency, that when that emergency is over
you go back to what is normal, and normal would be February
2020, plus inflation, plus the number of people that have increased
in population. That figure that came out of the Budget Committee
is nothing similar to that today, with what they were projecting,
with the reality of if you did not have the pandemic. The pandemic
cannot be used as an excuse to ramp up Federal spending.

My question to you, Under Secretary, what role do you think the
increase in food and nutrition spending has contributed to food in-
flation for middle-class families that do not qualify for SNAP?

Ms. DEAN. Well, if I can offer a friendly amendment on your
principle, I would argue a program’s share of GDP, a share of the
economy. You were talking about actual real spending, which I ap-
preciate. I think a share of the GDP is probably a better marker,
and I do expect that SNAP will return back as we see participation
fall in response to a stronger economy. That does take longer
amongst low-income households. We saw that after the Great Re-
cession too, right? They are often first fired, last hired, and when
the economy recovers it does not always include everyone equally.
It will just take a little longer, I would imagine, for participation
to abate, but we expect to see that.

In terms of the broader question you asked, that might be a bet-
ter question for Office of Chief Economist, and I will check in with
them. It is important to remember that while SNAP spending is ex-
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traordinarily important to the households who receive it, benefits
modest though they are, it is actually a relatively small share of
the overall ag economy and food economy, and we can get that to
you, sir.

Senator GRASSLEY. I am glad to hear your rebuttal to what I
said, but did I interpret you right that you do expect the food
stamp spending to get back to a level of February 2020, plus infla-
tion, plus increase in population?

Ms. DEAN. Yes, although probably not as quick—I would say I
think that will take a while to tell because not all households are
equally sharing in the economic recovery. That will be the issue.

Senator GRASSLEY. Okay. Do I have time for one more question?

Chairwoman STABENOW. We are happy to have you ask a ques-
tion and have a short answer, so thank you.

Senator GRASSLEY. Okay. I have got a long introduction to my
next question, but I have got to go immediately to my question, but
it deals with the error rate. In your time as Under Secretary, what
have you done to lower the error rate, and why do we not have an
error rate update since 2019?

Ms. DEAN. Briefly, Congress suspended the QC system in a way
that resulted in us not being able to publish error rates for 2020
or 2021. We will for Fiscal Year 2022, and I will tell you in candor
I expect that it will be higher than it was the last time we had an
error rate, partly because of how much change has been going on
during the pandemic with respect to operations. We have been ag-
gressively addressing this issue with States, and I am happy to fol-
lowup with your office.

Senator GRASSLEY. Thank you, Madam Secretary.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much.

Senator GRASSLEY. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Yep, thank you very much. Senator
Gillibrand.

Senator GILLIBRAND. Thank you. I am very interested in Senator
Grassley’s questions. I am very interested in SNAP and what it
was before the pandemic, what happened during the pandemic, and
what it is going to be after the pandemic. Anecdotally what I heard
in New York was that SNAP before the pandemic helped, but it
was so little. It was like, how much a meal a day, $2.00?

Ms. DEAN. $2.00 per meal.

Senator GILLIBRAND. It is $2.00 per meal. It did not actually
cover the cost for most families. This is for Senator Grassley. My
understanding was it just did not do enough. It was good and great
and one of the most generous things we do here in Congress, but
it did not do enough to address child poverty. What happened for
most families in New York, the fourth week in every month kids
had to have low-quality foods, high carb, high fat, high salt. Cheap
food, and so it increased chronic obesity.

What we did during the pandemic is we fixed a bunch of the
problems with the SNAP program. We made it really easy to get,
we made it easier to qualify, we streamlined everything, and we
made it more generous, and it helped. It actually helped people get
out of poverty and addressed hunger in a way we have never ad-
dressed hunger, because we had this urgency to help people who
all lost their jobs.
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In answer to your question, what I would like them to come up
with is what was it before the pandemic, what was the usage dur-
ing the pandemic, and what changes did we make to the program
that actually helped people systemically, and then assess who
needs to be helped still, is there an increase in uptick, is the ben-
efit rich enough or not rich enough, is it still too little? Then give
us an estimate of what would it take to address hunger in families
that need it and then answer your question. Because I do not think
SNAP was working that well before the pandemic, and we fixed a
lot of problems during the pandemic, which is why a lot of advo-
cates want to continue what we did during the pandemic because
it fixed stuff.

I want to give you a much clearer answer to your question be-
cause I want to solve hunger. You are exactly right because if we
were doing everything right in 2020, it would not make sense to
be increasing massively. I think the biggest problem is we were not
doing everything right in 2020, and you and I should look at what
we can fix together, what the numbers should be, and what
aspirationally we can grow over time, because I think you asked
the exact right questions. Thank you, Senator Grassley, for your in-
terest in SNAP.

I want to talk a little bit about, just for the record, Senator
Grassley has to leave, but I want to talk about what SNAP does,
what the weaknesses are, what needs to be fixed. One of my con-
cerns is that it does not reach the right people and it is too hard
to access so a lot of hungry people stay hungry because they cannot
access it.

In Fiscal Year 2020, there were 2.5 million New Yorkers partici-
pating in SNAP. Over 850,000 of them were children. Reducing
child poverty has been one of our greatest goals in this body and
in this Committee and in Congress overall. The increase in SNAP
benefits from 2021 through the Thrifty Food Plan update were long
overdue—this is the main thing I wanted to address for Senator
Grassley—and it uplifted over two million people above the poverty
line, including one million children. Poverty was reduced from an
additional 20 million people, including 6 million children.

SNAP is vital to our constituents and all of our constituents in
urban, suburban, and rural communities. Participation in SNAP
has been shown to lead to improved health outcomes, lower medical
costs, improved education, economic security, and self-sufficiency.

Under Secretary Dean, in your opinion, how vital is it to Con-
gress to protect SNAP from potential cuts that would result in eco-
nomic fallout if benefits were lowered for Americans as a con-
sequence of the 2023 Farm Bill? I would like you to use this oppor-
tunity to explain what did we fix during the pandemic that needed
fixing, including what I just mentioned, the Thrifty Food Plan?
What should the actual benefits be if it was a dream scenario, and
why? Give us your dream and why. Then let us make the case that
these changes are important for this Committee to look at holis-
tically, not just an example as to what we used to spend and what
we are spending today, because I think that is the wrong conversa-
tion. I think the conversation is, are we meeting the needs of our
constituents or are we not?
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Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator Gillibrand. While you were speak-
ing to Senator Grassley I worried I had not been clear in my an-
swer to him on the necessary adjustments as a share of GDP. We
will correct the record to make sure if I misspoke.

As you point out very eloquently, SNAP is a lifeline to the fami-
lies that receive it—seniors, children, individuals with disabilities.
It is a modest benefit and yet it is the difference between having
enough money to purchase a healthy diet and not having enough
money at all to feed your kids or to feed your family. Cuts that
would reduce eligibility or lower benefits are deeply concerning to
me in the abstract because we know how many families are really
living on the edge and what a lifeline this benefit is.

During the pandemic, you are right, this was a moment of ex-
traordinary—it was an unbelievable challenge in our country, and
Congress equipped USDA and the States with a tremendous flexi-
bility to respond. A couple of things happened. One is there was
a really quick move to online shopping. That is an example of a
feature of the program that needs to continue to be strengthened,
access to food.

Senator GILLIBRAND. The ability to use SNAP online?

Ms. DEAN. I am sorry. Yes, to allow SNAP to be online ordering
and purchasing of benefits.

There were eligibility restrictions that were eased for college stu-
dents, for individuals subject to this three-month time limit, where
the expectation of working during the pandemic would not have
been sensible. There was an easing of the paperwork and office
visit requirements, because, of course, one could not go to the of-
fice, and we saw that households were able to access the benefits.

I do want to say, the time when States had to shut down and
radically change operations, we saw participation grow by several
million people, in part due to their incredibly heroic efforts, but in
part due to the flexibilities you offered them. They may not all
make sense moving forward but we have learned a lot about how
to deliver this program to rural areas, individuals for whom getting
to the office is a challenge, and for whom the massive quantities
of paperwork we historically demand, do we need it all still? Do we
need to go back to where we were?

You are right. We do not want to return exactly to February, any
of us, right? We have learned about a different way of doing things.
I do not want as many Zoom calls as I have had, but it is a way
for me to connect with people in a profoundly different way than
I did before. I hope we bring that spirit forward.

Senator GILLIBRAND. In answer to Senator Grassley’s question
and in answer to my question, I would like you to write a letter
to the Committee about what was SNAP before, who it served and
how it served, what SNAP did during the pandemic, who it served
and how it served, and what, going forward, you would like to re-
tain from the pandemic, what you do not need, and how many peo-
ple you think it is going to reach with those changes, and therefore
a budget. It has to be all written out in detail to answer his ques-
tion authoritatively.

Last, Madam Chairman, I would like to submit a question for the
record about moving Puerto Rico from NAP to SNAP, because it is
so unfair that the Americans who happen to live in Puerto Rico do
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not get the full SNAP benefit and are capped. Even as more people
are added to the program there is no more money to feed more
kids. I would like a full answer about what is happening in Puerto
Rico today, who has access to it, who does not have access to it,
and the destructive impact of NAP, and why it should be moved
to SNAP.

Ms. DEAN. Yes, ma’am. The short answer is the Administration
supports all the territories having——

Senator GILLIBRAND. I need it for the Committee, because this is
not something that—they do not have a lot of Puerto Ricans, nec-
essarily, in their State. I have a lot, but they are all Americans,
and they deserve the same benefit. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. You have impor-
tant homework assignments.

Ms. DEAN. Yes, I do.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Very important.

Senator GILLIBRAND. I am sorry. I have school-aged kids.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Senator Hyde-Smith.

Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you, Madam Chairman, and thank
you, witnesses, for being here today. This is most helpful.

One of my concerns, for Deputy Under Secretary Dean, is that
I would like to talk about school lunch and breakfast programs in
a different way. I am very concerned about the recent reports that
cities are opting to remove animal protein from school meals. That
is very concerning for me. Some might argue that this topic would
be better suited for a child nutrition reauthorization hearing, not
a Title IV Farm Bill hearing, but I disagree with that. This topic
falls under the Committee’s jurisdiction, and we need to talk about
it.

For years, popular media has attacked animal agriculture and
have suggested that we cut back on livestock production and re-
lated food products in the name of mitigating climate change.
These suggestions are very misleading, and climate activists love
to blow the livestock sector’s contribution to greenhouse gas emis-
sions completely out of proportion and disregard the essential nu-
tritional benefits of animal protein. This sentiment is creeping into
our school systems, where it has the potential to irreparably harm
the most vulnerable in our society, our children.

I read that, for example, that Edinburgh, Scotland, recently be-
came the first European city to commit to eliminating meat from
schools, hospitals, and nursing homes. I know that is another coun-
try, but similar initiatives are underway in the United States, in
some of our Nation’s largest school districts. In recent years, large
public-school systems in the Northeast have announced Meatless
Monday and Vegan Friday initiatives. School systems on the West
Coast are doing the exact same thing. It is apparent that animal-
sourced foods are the most complete and bioavailable sources of
protein, are full of vitamins and nutrients such as vitamin B-12,
zine, iron, and all of which are essential for healthy development
in children. I recognize that Americans have the right to make
their own dietary choices, and I want that to happen, but we have
to consider what is in the school meals we provide to underserved
children who, in most cases, do not get to choose for themselves.
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The health and well-being of American children should not be sac-
rificed at the altar of climate activism.

What is the USDA’s response to these initiatives and can you ex-
plain whether schools that implement these initiatives are still in
compliance with the dietary guidelines for Americans?

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator, for the question. We are happy
to take it. As you know, Federal law, I think, establishes standards
and a framework for the school meal program but districts have a
lot of flexibility on how they implement.

I am actually going to ask Administrator Long to jump in with
some thoughts, given her expertise here.

Mrs. LONG. Yes, absolutely. One thing I think that is important
to point out is that USDA directly purchases between 15 and 20
percent of the food that ends up on the plate in the schools, and
those purchases cross a variety of types, and I will stress animal
proteins are quite well represented in the foods that we purchase,
and those are domestically purchased foods and provided to
schools.

As the Deputy Under Secretary mentioned, school meal regula-
tions and requirements really provide a broad framework for com-
munities and local schools to make choices, such as the ones you
alluded to. Some schools and communities also use that flexibility
to make choices to highlight locally produced items, that could in-
clude a range of foods and produce produced by local farmers. The
choices do ultimately come down to the local communities and the
local schools.

Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you, and I would just ask that you
track that and make sure that it is staying in proportion to what
we need.

Thank you, Madam Chairman. I think my time is about out.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Booker.

Senator BOOKER. Thank you to the Chairwoman and the Rank-
ing Member.

I want to highlight something about SNAP eligibility, an issue
that is a little broader. We have addressed it other of my commit-
tees. During the 1990’s, we had this very big war on drugs that
caused a lot of harm to people who have paid their debt and reen-
tered society. On the Small Business Committee, in a bipartisan
way, we said that those folks who are entrepreneurs should not be
ineligible for SBA programs. In a bipartisan way in the Judiciary
Committee we addressed other eligibilities for people who had paid
their debt to society.

However, right now, still, we have a ban on people who have
drug crimes, and have paid their debt, have served their time, they
still cannot receive SNAP benefits. Hunger and food insecurity are
significant challenges that formerly incarcerated individuals face
after release. The SNAP ban is not just one obstacle that dimin-
ishes their prospects of having a good life but it actually increases
the chance that they will recidivate. It is us being penny wise and
pound foolish.

Individuals already face challenges who have been formerly in-
carcerated in housing, employment, health care. To exclude them
from programs like SNAP actually compounds their difficulties and
again increases that risk of recidivism. It is my hope that we can
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come together, as we have on other committees, in a bipartisan
way and fix this mistake.

I request unanimous consent to put into the record this letter
from a long list of groups, nonpartisan, bipartisan groups from
multiple States represented by people on this Committee, asking
for us to correct this mistake and actually save taxpayers money
by reducing recidivism.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Ordered, without objection.

[The document can be found on page 56 in the appendix.]

Senator BOOKER. Thank you very much.

Ms. Dean, I want to thank you for being here, and I want to let
you know that I think we are in the midst of one of the greatest
nutrition crises our country has ever seen. Right now half of our
population in America is diabetic or pre-diabetic. Every month in
the United States of America diabetes causes 13,000 new amputa-
tions, 5,000 new cases of kidney failure, 2,000 cases of blindness,
every month in America, and it is not something that is just affect-
ing older people. It is stunning to me that we now have 25 percent
of our teenagers are pre-diabetic or have type 2 diabetes. My col-
league, Joni Ernst, mentioned the profound reality that 77 percent
of young people ages 17 to 24 are ineligible even to serve in the
military. Much of this can be attributed to the alarming fact that
ultra-processed foods now comprise two-thirds of the calories that
children and teens eat.

In this farm bill I believe it is imperative that we scale up the
nutrition programs that we know are working, that are evidence-
based, that are making a difference to people’s health and well-
being. We know that we can do better. We have clear evidence to
that fact.

One program I know that is working, and we need to scale up,
is the GusNIP program. While we know that this program provides
life-changing benefits—I have seen it myself in communities, help-
ing people get off their prescription drugs, which cost taxpayers
often money, helping people improve their lifestyle and their well-
being—this program is a power incentive and benefit for farmers.
We know that this will help those farmers who are growing fruits
and vegetables for the local community.

Can you please talk about that aspect, how this pro-farmer pro-
gram, GusNIP, helps folks?

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator. I am happy to do that. First let
me say the Administration supports the repeal of the ban on ex-
offenders with a drug conviction, so thank you for lifting up that
important issue.

With respect to GusNIP, it gives me the opportunity to under-
score our approach on nutrition security, which really has four
components: making sure that our benefits are meaningful, in-
creasing access to healthy food, collaboration with thousands of
partners across the country to promote better health and nutrition,
and integrating equity across all of those pillars. GusNIP does ex-
actly all of that, in addition to building stronger connections be-
tween our Federal nutrition programs and local producers and local
markets. I appreciate it. That is quite a tee-up you gave me there.

GusNIP, essentially the way it works, and the Chairwoman
flagged it in Michigan, Double Up Bucks is one of the most popular
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forms, where a SNAP participant would go to a farmers market,
say, “Here is $20 in my SNAP benefits,” and receive $40 in tokens.

Senator BOOKER. If you can, in the seconds I have left

Ms. DEAN [continuing]. directly into farmers’ pockets.

Senator BOOKER. That is, yes. You are seeing it fundamentally
empower our local farmers.

Ms. DEAN. Increase fruit and vegetable intake, yes.

Senator BOOKER. Increase fruit and vegetable intake. I really ap-
preciate that. I have got another question I am going to put into
the record about how SNAP ED can be redesigned so that it can
start to reach more of the 90 million low-income Americans that we
need to reach, and I am hoping I can get that for the record.

Ms. DEAN. Terrific, and we share that goal.

Senator BOOKER. Thank you so much. Thank you, Madam Chair.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much.

Senator Thune, you always manage to time it right when it is
your turn to ask questions, so kudos to your staff or whoever is
k%eping track of things as you juggle your schedule. Senator
Thune.

Senator THUNE. That makes my staff happy and my colleagues
very annoyed.

[Laughter.]

Senator THUNE. Thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking Member
Boozman, for holding today’s hearing to consider the nutrition pro-
grams in the farm bill. I also want to thank our USDA panelists
for appearing before the Committee today.

Let me just, if I can, direct this, Deputy Under Secretary Dean,
to you. SNAP benefits are generally provided in 1 monthly allot-
ment. The data suggest a correlation between the consumption of
SNAP benefits and outcomes like academic performance. For exam-
ple, research indicates that student performance tapers the farther
SNAP recipients get from the date of their SNAP benefit transfer.

I am reviewing whether Congress should look at how to provide
States the authority to distribute SNAP benefits in two allotments
per month for recipients who would like to receive their benefits in
two installments instead of one lump sum payment. I believe this
could help improve program outcomes by incentivizing healthy food
purchase and boosting educational performance among recipients.
It could also help ease demand on grocery stores and make it hard-
er for grocery price hikes that could be aligned with the dates of
SNAP benefit distribution.

The question is do you agree that program outcomes could im-
prove if SNAP recipients have the option to receive split issuance
rather than only once a month, and then any other ideas you would
have for improving SNAP outcomes?

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator Thune. I read the research that
you are talking about and I just want to flag that, of course, that
was done before our adjustment to the Thrifty Food Plan where we
now really are much more confident that the benefit is adequate
to purchase and cover the costs, or supplement the costs of a
healthy diet throughout the month. It would be interesting to see
what the issues are there.

You are flagging a provision of the law that Congress passed, I
believe it was in the 2008 Farm Bill, to prohibit splitting issuance
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into more than one allotment. I think the concern there was the
impact on participants, and stores, the issue of potentially the in-
creased cost of shopping, particularly in rural areas, say if a house-
hold has to drive a long way to a store, disrupting household budg-
ets, the cost of issuing twice—States would be charged twice by
their processors—and potentially a visit to emergency food.

Now with the benefit being perhaps our current estimate of an
adequate level, and if one could address some of those concerns
maybe by giving households the option to choose, it seems inter-
esting to explore whether shifting the issuance—I guess my answer
is I do not know. I would want to talk more with your staff about
it. Congress did make the decision to prohibit it out of concern of
what the impact on households would be, which I know is some-
thing you would want to address.

Senator THUNE. Yes, and I think I would like to continue that
discussion with you on that subject.

Both Congress and the executive branch have implemented proc-
esses to serve as checks and balances on Federal spending. Your
biography notes that you served as a budget analyst at the Office
of Management and Budget, and given your experience I am sure
you understand the important role that OMB plays in overseeing
the outlay of tax dollars.

According to the Government Accountability Office, the Thrifty
Food Plan, or TFP, reevaluation you oversaw allowed plan costs to
increase beyond inflation for the first time, resulting in a 21 per-
cent increase in SNAP benefits. I guess the question is what input
did OMB provide as USDA made TFP changes that are expected
to cost approximately $250 billion more over 10 years?

Ms. DEAN. The process of the reevaluation was done by a very
technical team within USDA. We did consult with OMB along the
way, and they did provide us some economic analysis support
throughout. Ultimately OMB was very supportive of the change,
again, directed by Congress, and it was the first adjustment in pur-
chasing power for low-income households in over 45 years. I think
they shared with us the confidence that this would put healthy
food within reach for millions more households, and we are pleased
with the impact it had on poverty.

Senator THUNE. Just to confirm, they did sign off. OMB signed
off on that, approved it?

Ms. DEAN. I do not know that sign-off is a technical term, sir,
so we would probably want to check on it. We absolutely collabo-
rated with them throughout the process. I am happy to get you the
official phrase.

Senator THUNE. Okay. That would be helpful. I mean, it is a
quarter of a trillion-dollar increase, a unilateral decision made by
an agency. It seems like they would obviously want to be engaged
in that.

I see my time has expired, Madam Chair, so thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Now I will turn
to Senator Durbin, who on Thursdays, I know, juggles between
chairing Judiciary, which is so very important as well, and being
here. We are really happy that you were able to make it today.
Thank you so much.
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Senator DURBIN. Thank you, Madam Chair and Senator Booz-
man. It is an honor to be here. It is true that I spend most of my
time in the Judiciary Committee on Thursdays. I am happy I could
join you today.

We have a rich tradition in the Judiciary Committee to honor
Chairs. We asked the Chairman to submit an 8x10 black-and-white
photograph, which is then mounted on a store-bought frame on the
wall. I am looking forward to the day I receive that honor. I want
to congratulate you on your own. I think the portrait is beautiful.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. I look forward to
coming to your photo or portrait unveiling, whichever it is.

Senator DURBIN. Well, we do not have an official unveiling. Seri-
ously, it is beautiful.

Second, I would like to make a plea, and I do not know if this
is appropriate. Since Senator Marshall is promoting whole milk for
nursing mothers, I once visited the Guinness Brewery in Dublin,
and they have a policy of giving to nursing mothers one glass of
Guinness a day. They think that is very healthy, and with rosy-
cheeked Irish children I think they must be right. If he is allowed
to bring whole milk, can we ask the Irish Embassy for their help?

Chairwoman STABENOW. We will certainly consider it. That is a
possibility.

Senator DURBIN. Thank you. On a more serious note, I thank the
team from the USDA. Illinois has operated a program for more
than 20 years providing health care services to 8,000 elderly and
disabled in community-style apartments, who prefer those to nurs-
ing homes. These supportive living facilities provide meals to these
frail, low-income individuals across our State through SNAP. What
they do is pool the benefits of the people who are receiving these
meals to lower their bills and spare them from going out to shop.
This program worked well. No financial wrongdoing, and that has
been confirmed by the USDA over 20 years. Accessible health and
nutrition, giving Mom and Dad more independent living options in
a creative way. They are not asking for more. They are taking what
they are legally entitled to and pooling it into an effort to have
community meals.

Suddenly, a few years ago, the U.S. Department of Agriculture
decided these facilities were institutions. Nothing had changed in
Illinois, no statutory definition of institution, and these facilities
provide three meals a day for two decades with no complaint from
anybody. The surprise was that the USDA decision to terminate
SNAP benefits for the people who, if they moved back home in iso-
lation, would still qualify. If they left the community apartment liv-
ing environment and went to their own homes there would be no
question about the SNAP benefits.

Ms. Dean, do you agree that this situation arose not because Illi-
nois or these facilities did anything wrong but because the USDA
changed its mind after 20 years?

Ms. DEAN. Senator, first I appreciate you bringing up the senior
living facilities in Illinois. It has been a really innovative home-
based and community care setting, and you are right to bring it to
the attention of others.

The situation occurred because USDA improperly allowed the in-
stitutions
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Senator DURBIN. For how long?

Ms. DEAN. Many years.

Senator DURBIN. Twenty years. That is it?

Ms. DEAN. Sorry?

Senator DURBIN. That is the reason?

Ms. DEAN. Yes. We are now working very closely with Illinois
and your office to explore other options in order to continue to see
if there is a way for the Federal Government to support these fa-
cilities, and offering the great care that you describe.

Senator DURBIN. Thank you for that. Senator Duckworth and I
added a provision, working with Senator Stabenow, in the last
farm bill to extend the status quo. CBO added a new surprise when
we made this suggestion. Keeping the status quo now somehow
costs money and must be scored. Nothing had changed in Illinois
in 20 years. USDA terminated SNAP for these residents last De-
cember 31st—terminated SNAP. The State was forced to obtain a
temporary Medicaid waiver to partially replace the shortfall of
SNAP funds.

I do not get it. These are people, seniors, disabled people, eligible
for SNAP, who were taking their check and pooling it with others
that they are living with so they could have a community meal,
and all of a sudden this is illegal, after 20 years. We need a solu-
tion and I hope you can assure me that you will work with me in
finding one.

Ms. DEAN. In earnest, sir, yes.

Senator DURBIN. Thank you. Thank you, Madam Chair.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Fischer.

Senator FISCHER. Thank you, Madam Chairman.

Our nutrition programs play an important role in helping fami-
lies navigate difficult times. Unfortunately, we know perhaps the
biggest economic challenge facing Americans is inflation. In par-
ticular, families have been hit hard by inflation at the grocery
store.

Since President Biden took office, the food-at-home price index is
up 19.6 percent. Grocery prices for many family staples have sky-
rocketed. For example, chicken breast prices are up 32 percent,
milk up 21 percent, ground beef up 21 percent.

As we have a discussion about our nutrition programs ahead of
the next farm bill I think it is important we also recognize how in-
flation and policies that have contributed to it impact the ability
of families to put nutritious meals on the table.

Ms. Dean, as you know our food banks and local food pantries
play a critical role in helping to provide for families in need. In Ne-
braska, the Food Bank of Lincoln and the Food Bank for the Heart-
land rely on the Emergency Food Assistance Program, TEFAP,
along with philanthropic support to distribute food to local food
pantries and families in need.

Since the 2018 Farm Bill we have also seen some innovative pro-
grams outside of TEFAP designed to aid food banks, such as the
Farmers to Families Food Box Program, which has been quite suc-
cessful in my State of Nebraska.

Could you discuss lessons learned from the Farmers to Families
Food Box Program or other initiatives that have helped food banks
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to better service their partners? How could these lessons apply to
TEFAP as we think about the upcoming farm bill?

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator. I really appreciate that question.
You are exactly right that our food banks are incredible assets in
the communities that they serve, and we really want to do what
we can to support them as they feed our neighbors.

There were many lessons but I will take away two particularly
from that endeavor that we wanted to carry forward. One is it is
very clear that there are thousands of organizations throughout the
country that are working to serve individuals in their community
who were able to step in and they were part of the community that
distributed those Farmers to Families food boxes. They may not ac-
tually be connected to the emergency food network that USDA sup-
ports through TEFAP. We wanted to find a way to continue to har-
ness their power in their communities and to see if they were inter-
ested to bring them in to the emergency food system.

That is why the Secretary launched what we are calling Reach
and Resiliency grants to each State to explore how to expand the
emergency food network into communities, particularly rural and
remote, that may not have been well served by it before. That is
one lesson.

The other is that offering food banks and our local community
partners prepacked boxes was a really interesting innovation that
worked and saved labor and volunteer hours. We have incorporated
that into a prepacked fruit and vegetable box that has become pop-
ular amongst our food banks as an item to order.

So we will continue to integrate lessons learned so that we can
strengthen, strengthen the program and the network. I would just
say we work very collaboratively with them, driven by what they
say they need.

Senator FISCHER. That is good to hear. Thank you.

In your statement you noted that Congress had provided the op-
tion for States to suspend certain quality control requirements dur-
ing COVID. I was in touch with food banks all across the State
during those difficult times when we saw people isolated, when we
saw numbers increase of the usage of food banks, while, at the
same time, a decrease in volunteer service at those facilities. So it
was a hard time, a challenging time to maneuver through.

USDA could not establish national-or State-level payment error
rates for two years during that time. However, you noted USDA
did continue to analyze trends that it is not surprising to see ele-
vated error rates during such a challenging and complex time but
that it is incumbent upon USDA to address this with States.

My question is, States still have a variety of options on how to
administer SNAP. How is USDA working with States to ensure
program integrity?

Ms. DEAN. First, I will say while Congress did suspend the qual-
ity control system during the early part of the pandemic we kept
corrective action plans in place. We kept that, meaning States that
were struggling with error rates, that we have a formal agreement
with them and steps they are supposed to take. Those all remained
in place. We remained very much engaged with States on making
sure that they were monitoring and taking action to reduce errors.
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It is also true that during the pandemic States lost staff. They
had to shift their mode of operations, and remote services made ad-
ministration of the program more challenging. When I say it is not
acceptable but it is also true that States would be challenged on
precision accuracy it was time in our country where we were lean-
ing in to providing assistance and we would hold States to take
that direction.

That having been said, stewarding the program and managing
Federal taxpayer dollars is incredibly important. We work with
States on assessing their operations, taking a look at whether they
have practices or, as you point out, options that might be making
their program more error prone. It could be their forms design, the
way their call centers are structured. We are very actively engaged
with them, and we put them in touch with peers, who may look
similar and have important lessons learned on how to provide ac-
cess while improving payment

Senator FISCHER. Have you found any examples where there are
one or two things that seem to be happening across States? You
said to put them in touch with their peers. Have you found exam-
ples where the challenge, the problem, the issue seems to be preva-
lent?

Ms. DEAN. Staffing has been a challenge across many States.
Then I also think the amount of paperwork that they are asking
for States. They need it to assess eligibility but it also means that,
let us say, if you asked for six weeks of pay stubs when Federal
rules allow you to ask for 4, that you are now looking for more
paper, you have got more things to sift through.

Those are examples. There are also—I am trying to think—op-
tions where targeting longer phone interviews with households that
might be more complex cases and spending less time on a house-
hold that is pretty straightforward, perhaps a senior with stable in-
come, they have lived in the same place for a long time. You would
not want to spend the same amount of time on those households.
Helping engage with them there on balancing their work.

Senator FISCHER. Thank you very much. Thank you, Madam
Chair.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Smith.

Senator SMITH. Thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking Member
Boozman. I want to just thank Senator Fischer for your questions
and your focus on food banks. My guest at the State of the Union
was Allison O’Toole, who leads the largest food bank in Minnesota,
and I appreciate you highlighting how important that is, so thank
you.

Colleagues, this is such an important hearing. I have appreciated
being able to be here and listen to the give-and-take and the ques-
tions. I am going to just take a moment to remind everybody here
about who are the people that we are talking about. Two-thirds of
SNAP recipients are families with children. A third are families
with older adults or people with disabilities. Under Secretary Dean,
I really appreciated your conversation with Senator Klobuchar
about how we can overcome the barriers that working people face
as they are going back to work, and relying on SNAP is a really
important resource for them. Hennepin County in Minnesota is a
great model of that, so thank you for that.
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Many people relying on SNAP are folks that live in rural commu-
nities. Nearly 175,000 rural Minnesotans do not have enough to
eat. Food Shelf data from 2022 in Minnesota showed that some of
the biggest increases in Food Shelf visits occurred in rural Min-
nesota.

I just think it is important to ground ourselves in who it is that
we are talking about here, and it is helpful to me, as I think about
what we need to focus on in this Committee.

I want to dig in a little bit on what we can do to connect people
who rely on SNAP to healthy food, how it connects them with local
producers, and especially farmers markets, a little bit about what
Senator Booker was getting at, and Senator Welch as well.

You have EBT cards, that are basically debit cards for SNAP re-
cipients to use to pay for their groceries, and each year millions of
dollars of Federal benefits are spent at farmers markets in Min-
nesota, so that shoppers can buy their food there. Of course, it is
complicated, right, because individual farm stands cannot nec-
essarily set up the technology to act to accept EBT cards. What
happens at a lot of farmers markets is that there is a central booth
where people can exchange the benefits on their card for tokens
that they can then use at vendor stands. This works pretty well for
shoppers and for vendors. I am hearing from farmers markets in
Minnesota that there is some worry that this might go away, that
there might be some change in the system. Of course, we want to
make it easier, not harder, for producers to accept SNAP.

I am going to just ask you, can you talk a little bit about how
SNAP can reinforce and support local producers and what the
USDA is doing to help vendors and farmers and farmers markets
have the equipment and technology they need to process SNAP
benefits.

Ms. DEAN. Yes, thank you, Senator, and I am happy to followup
with you to learn more so we can directly respond to that par-
ticular concern. Generally we are taking a number of steps to try
to make it easier for farmers to accept payments electronically. As
you point out, or I think you were sort of suggesting, you have to
go into a farmers market, to a central office, swipe your card for
a fixed amount, and then you get tokens, and then the farmers
have to go back to the central office at the end of the day and cash
out. That puts some friction in the system, both for the farmers
and SNAP participants.

We are really trying to support farmers to make it easier for
them to accept payment electronically. We have provided an e-com-
merce platform, basically sort of the back-end payment software.
We are providing an app to farmers to try to move away from the
tokens but a more electronic, and not just at farmers markets but
also roadside stands. We have recently provided a grant to the Na-
tional Association for Farmers Markets Nutrition Program organi-
zation to help be the bridge between us and individual farmers
markets to support them in this shift.

We welcome ideas for more that we can do. This is an absolute
commitment on our end to bring in more markets and make elec-
tronic payment easier.

Senator SMITH. Great. Thank you. I really appreciate that, and
we will continue this conversation because it is good to remove as
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much friction as we can from the system to the benefit of the pro-
ducers and also the customers.

Ms. Long, I have a quick question about the food distribution
program on Indian reservations, the DPIR—these ridiculous acro-
nyms. People living on Tribal lands often live in food deserts. They
are many miles from a grocery store. That means they are not
going to be able to take their EBT card into a store. One of the
things that we do instead is allow them to receive a monthly food
package. The question is what is in that package, and is the food
in that package, does it meet the health and cultural needs of Na-
tive people. For example, many Native people are lactose intoler-
ant, and so having milk in that package is not going to work.

I know that you all are focused on this, and I appreciate this,
through the work you are doing with the Equity Action Plan. Ms.
Long, in the 2018 Farm Bill we authorized a pilot program to ex-
plore how the food distribution program could include food that is
culturally appropriate and also, hopefully, procured directly by
Tribes. Can you tell us what we have learned from that program?

Mrs. LONG. Yes, thank you. I would be happy to. Just to summa-
rize, we have utilized the resources provided in the farm bill. We
have, 1 believe it is currently nine projects that are underway
under that 638 process, where Tribal nations are responsible for di-
rectly procuring food and providing it to their members. I am also
very happy to say that we just recently reopened that process and
allowed more applicants. That period just closed, and we are quite
confident that given the quality of the applications we received we
are going to be able to fully utilize the resources that have been
provided to expand the use of that option.

Senator SMITH. That is great. Madam Chair, I look forward to
continuing work on that as well. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Braun.

Senator BRAUN. Thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking Member
Boozman.

I am on the Agriculture Committee, Health, Education, Labor,
and Pensions. I am on a committee called Budget Committee,
which sadly has been relegated into almost a useless appendage
here in the Federal Government. We have not done a budget that
we have adhered to in decades. Agriculture is dear to me because
I come from an agriculture community, have been involved with it
as a tree farmer, row crop.

I look at how we spend money in the farm bill, and 82 percent
of it is for nutrition, 11 percent would be for safety net programs
with crop insurance, commodity supports, and conservation roughly
4 percent. It begs a question in that we do not do budgets anymore
in ag, like maybe defending our country ought to be things that we
do well. You have to live within your means.

I would like to point out while you have opportunities like this,
we currently are borrowing nearly 30 percent of what we spend an-
nually. It was closer to 20 percent when I got here. That is not a
good business plan for the long run. I am mostly preaching at this
point. I am going to be interested to see how the farm bill has
turned into a nutrition bill, and it is all part of the issue. You find
out here, Senator Thune pointed to it earlier, that the Thrifty Food
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Plan increased by over 21 percent, and it is now going to shove the
farm bill into over a $1 trillion trajectory over the next 10 years.

I think for anybody listening out there it is unsustainable, and
the hallmark of our country and for places where it works well you
live within your means. The economy, when you are knocking it out
of the park, grow between 2.5 and 3 percent in recent times. That
is generally done with a little lighter regulation and tax incentives
to the productive side of the economy that makes sure you are at
least generating revenues that this place needs to live upon. Those
are at record levels currently, I think due to the tax framework
that was put into place.

I think you have got to look at each part of our Federal Govern-
ment, and one that is probably most practical, farmers who partici-
pate to the tune of about 11 percent in the farm bill, they are the
ones that produce the food that becomes our nutrition.

What guidelines are we using within the Ag Department on the
simple issue of food insecurity? I think the benchmark is that we
try to get that under 10 percent. We have not done that in 20
years. That is almost similar—we have balanced the budget in 20
years. I think twice as many folks are under the SNAP program.
Why are we not reaching that goal when we are spending tons of
money more and seem to be going the opposite way? Help me un-
derstand that.

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator, for the question, and thank you
for your leadership on the White House Conference on Hunger, Nu-
trition, and Health, which I think the objective was to tackle both
this issue and, of course, the deep connections between diet-related
disease and health. We are both seeking to address people’s needs
today with food insecurity, but also make an investment in the fu-
ture in better health by stronger Federal nutrition programs.

I mean, I think you ask a really important question, and to some
extent I think the answer is a little outside of Federal nutrition.
Certainly we are making changes to the Federal nutrition pro-
grams to ensure that our support is meaningful and to push the
needle on that issue of food insecurity that you raise. It is also the
case that I think some of our programs are being asked to do too
much. I think SNAP benefits are covering a whole food budget
when households are supposed to contribute their income, but their
income is strapped because they are a working family that cannot
afford childcare, their health insurance might be out of reach for
them, or they are living in a State that has not offered Medicaid
Cﬁverage. The refundable Child Tax Credit is no longer there for
them.

I think during the pandemic we saw where investments in the
safety net bolstering workers and unemployed workers can make
a profound difference with respect to poverty and food insecurity,
and it is other parts of our critical safety net that need shoring up
so that household income is not drawn away from meeting their
food needs for other purposes.

Senator BRAUN. You even brought up a few more things that we
try to do through the Federal Government, and there is a need for
it and I do not deny that. Somehow when you look at the macro
figures I mentioned a little bit ago—the economy grows at three
percent a year when you are knocking it out of the park—things
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cannot grow here at rates beyond that because you are borrowing
from future generations. If we do not get better at finding, like we
do on Main Street—when I confronted 1908 and 1909, I thought I
had a lean business, it was not hard to find savings of five, even
up to 10 percent. That is not even in our vocabulary now, and what
is in our vocabulary is that we borrow money from future genera-
tions for good causes. If we are going to look to the Federal Govern-
ment to be there in a way that people are going to believe it and
not delivering results where you cannot get food insecurity under
10 percent when we have been trying so hard, spending so much
money, maybe we need to look inside. Are we running things like
most other places would have to, to make those tradeoffs to get a
better result? Keep working hard at it. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator
Warnock.

Senator WARNOCK. Thank you, Madam Chair, and congratula-
tions on the celebration we had, so well deserved, for you last
night. I look forward to working with you over the next two years.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you.

Senator WARNOCK. I am struck just by the reality of my sitting
here. Five years ago, when the farm bill was reauthorized, as it is
every five years, I was actually here, but I was outside protesting
and dealing with the issue of food insecurity in the spirit of Martin
Luther King Jr., in whose pulpit I still preach, in an act of civil
disobedience. I actually got arrested protesting some of the cuts
around food insecurity in the farm bill. It is good to be here and
to have a voice, and to be sitting at the table to help write the bill.
N Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, we are so pleased that you are

ere.

Senator WARNOCK. Thank you so much. When I think about the
urgency of our work, I think about those times and this time, I
think about Nia from Dallas, Georgia. She is a disabled mother of
four on food stamps who wrote into my office last year asking for
Congress to increase funding for nutrition programs. She said,
“What I would usually spend for a month of food only lasts about
2 weeks. It is hard to tell your kid that Mommy cannot buy that
this month. It costs too much.”

This idea of children being hungry in the wealthiest nation on
the planet for me speaks to the hurt of the gospel that I try to
preach and embody every week. I am a Matthew 25 Christian.
Jesus said, “Inasmuch as you have done it, unto the least of these
you have done it also unto me.”

I think for me it is always the moral question in how do we cen-
ter the concerns of ordinary people, like Nia, which it occurs to me
is Swahili for “purpose.” What is our purpose in this moment? I
think it is to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with
our God.

Today, in America, Federal law, in some instances it seems to
me, informed and supported by a view of the faith that sees it as
a weapon rather than a bridge, is denying food assistance to re-
turning citizens, returning citizens who were previously convicted
of a drug-related felony, including nonviolent offenders and those
who have served their time, at a time when we understand much
more than we did 30 years ago, 40 years ago, about drug use, the
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ways in which huge swaths of our population, whether we are talk-
ing about poor, urban Black folks or poor white people in rural
communities engaged in self-medication and dealing with this ill-
ness.

People convicted of a drug-related felony are being denied, hav-
ing paid their price, paid their debt to society, being denied food
assistance. The Biden administration, Ms. Dean, has proposed to
eliminate this restriction. Why is this a high priority for the Ad-
ministration, and who would be helped?

Ms. DEAN. Thank you, Senator, and thank you for slowing things
down and reminding us of why these Federal nutrition programs
are the best.

The Biden administration supports enthusiastically repealing the
ban, which is a State option, because it worsens food hardship, as
you just said. When an individual is leaving incarceration we want
to support successful reentry. Denying food undermines that funda-
mental goal.

Senator WARNOCK. Reentry rather than recidivism.

Ms. DEAN. Exactly.

Senator WARNOCK. Am I right that people will find a way to eat?

Ms. DEAN. Yes, and the NIH did a study that showed that this
group is overwhelmingly economically insecure. They are food inse-
cure. A third reported, in a survey, that they had missed food for
an entire day.

In order to meet our food security goals, our successful reentry
goals, and, of course, drug offenses, individuals convicted of drug
offenses it is a much higher rate of conviction amongst African
Americans than whites so it meets our equity goals as well.

Senator WARNOCK. I am sad to say that my State of Georgia,
while many States have lifted these barriers, my State of Georgia
still requires people with drug felony convictions to complete all of
their probation and all of their parole requirements to receive nu-
trition assistance. Georgia, as you may know, has the highest rate
of correctional supervision in the country. We have got a huge part
of the population under supervision, and until they complete all the
requirements, basic food insecurity is the problem of these return-
ing citizens.

Do you think that it would be easier for these folks to find a job
and stay on the right path if they had access to basic nutrition
with food benefits and do not have to wonder how they will pay for
their next meal?

Ms. DEAN. Yes, sir, I do.

Senator WARNOCK. Thank you so much.

Ms. DEAN. Thank you.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Hoeven.

Senator HOEVEN. Thank you, Madam Chair, and again I want to
add my congratulations as well to the portrait. It really is fantastic.
I thank both you and the Ranking Member for holding this impor-
tant hearing. Secretary, Administrator, thanks to both of you for
being here.

Secretary, would you agree that we want to make sure that peo-
ple who need help having access to adequate food receive it, and
at the same time we want to make sure that the program is as
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cost-effective as possible, and that we want to always have incen-
tives to get people to self-sufficiency? Would you agree with that?

Ms. DEAN. Yes, sir.

Senator HOEVEN. Okay. Then in that process how do tools like
the National Accuracy Clearinghouse for SNAP help USDA meet
those goals, and what can we do to make sure that we are meeting
the need but reducing instances of waste, fraud, and abuse in the
nutrition programs?

Ms. DEAN. I think the National Accuracy Clearinghouse, or as we
call it the NAC, sometimes will serve both of those goals. The
USDA is setting up a nationwide platform to work with States to
ensure that individuals are not dually enrolled. If someone is ap-
plying in Maryland, the State will have the ability, through this
platform, to check whether they are enrolled in SNAP somewhere
else in the country. That prevents dual participation, which is a
program integrity goal, but it is also a program service and access
goal because there may be someone who lived in D.C. who moved
to Maryland who told D.C., “Please disenroll me,” and that did not
happen by the time they were seeking to enroll in Maryland.

We hope that through the NAC we will be able to facilitate the
swift disenrollment of someone from one State before they seek
participation in another. The research that we have overwhelm-
ingly shows that is where we have the experience of, again, this
issue of friction. Someone trying to, as someone moves across State
lines, the experience of dual participation fraudulently is extremely
rare, but this tool will help us to prevent that.

Senator HOEVEN. Are there other programs or steps you are tak-
ing to make sure you are meeting the need by also doing it as cost-
effectively as possible?

Ms. DEAN. I would think online shopping is a good example of
that, meaning where SNAP participants can purchase food through
an online platform that grocers offer. That is a terrific access tool.
We also need to take steps to identify and determine if that ex-
poses us to more risk in terms of theft or trafficking in the pro-
gram. We are both offering that new option as a customer service
enhancement but then working to track and identify any security
risk there.

Senator HOEVEN. Again, I think any time you can help people
that need it but also create incentives for self-empowerment, and
then make sure you are delivering those programs as cost-effec-
tively as possible—and that is a win, and you have to have all of
those focuses together. You are hearing that, of course, in his hear-
ing, I think, pretty clearly.

Ms. DEAN. Well, and if I may, sir, I think the changes that Con-
gress directed us to take with our SNAP employment and training
program does exactly that as well. We have been encouraged to
work with States to reorient them and design them to be more evi-
dence-based, work force-based programs. We can identify individ-
uals on SNAP who need better employment and connect them to
those good, high-quality jobs.

Senator HOEVEN. Yes. The other thing I want to bring up is real-
ly prior to the increase in August 2021, to the Thrifty Food Pro-
gram, those types of changes or increases had typically been done
through Congress on a bipartisan basis. In this case there was a
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very significant increase, which was done by USDA unilaterally.
Even GAO came back and said that should have been done through
a rule process. Shouldn’t those kinds of changes be done by Con-
gress, and how do you intend to approach that in the future?

Ms. DEAN. Senator Hoeven, the Secretary of USDA, for decades,
has had the authority to assess the Thrifty Food Plan. The 2018
Farm Bill actually directed him, by 2022, to reevaluate it with re-
spect to four particular criteria, and to do it every five years there-
after. We pursued that reevaluation and the change to the Thrifty
and the subsequent change to SNAP at congressional direction. We
stand by our process. It was a robust, data-driven endeavor, and
it resulted in increasing SNAP benefits by 40 cents per person per
meal, which we think puts healthy food within reach of millions of
households.

Senator HOEVEN. You think that should be done by administra-
tive fiat rather than congressional action?

Ms. DEAN. No, sir. I am sorry. Let me respond to that specific
question. It is a congressional directive now. We are required to do
it every five years, according to the change.

Senator HOEVEN. I am asking whether you are going to come
back and consult with Congress in that process or do it unilater-
ally.

Ms. DEAN. We learned a lot about the process and how to do it
best this go-around. We will absolutely pursue continuous improve-
ment and are eager to consult with you all.

Senator HOEVEN. I would think that would be something that
Congress would certainly want to consider in the next farm bill, in
terms of how that process is performed going forward.

Thank you both for being here. I appreciate it.

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. Senator Booz-
man.

Senator BOOZMAN. Ms. Long, you were at FNS in 2018, provided
technical assistance. Correct?

Mrs. LONG. I worked in FNS in 2018, yes.

Senator BoOZMAN. Yes, 2018. What was your understanding of
the cost of the Thrifty Food update?

Mrs. LONG. You know, Senator, at that time I was the associate
administrator for the child nutrition programs and so I simply was
not involved in the conversations.

Senator BoozMAN. Well, you would say, though, that since it
scored zero, right—is that correct?

Mrs. LONG. My understanding is that it

Senator BoozZMAN. The cost was supposed to be zero. Okay?

Mrs. LONG. I understand that it scored a zero. Correct.

Senator BOOzZMAN. Yes, exactly. That was with USDA input.
That was with congressional input. The entire farm bill scored at
$867 billion. You spent $250 billion unilaterally. Congress had no
intention of you doing that. None. If you understood that that was
going to happen then you should have alerted Congress, because it
is not just $250 billion. What we are understanding now, with your
ability in the future, we are talking about another $90 billion. A
third of a trillion dollars with an $867 billion bill. I mean, how can
we trust you going forward to give us good advice?
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The other problem, too, is because of this tremendous expendi-
ture we are looking at a base of $1.5 trillion. You know, what you
are going to do is crowd out our ability to use funds because you
have already spent them on other programs. This is far-reaching,
it is a big deal, and it sounds like OMB was not involved either.
We can find out. We will be glad to do that. It sounds like this was
a very, very small group, no consultation, spending a quarter of a
trillion dollars from this Committee, the House Committee. That is
totally unacceptable. Like I say, the big thing is that is going to
really limit, I think, our ability to help the other programs, which
I desperately want to do. Thank you.

Ms. DEAN. Ranking Member?

Chairwoman STABENOW. Let me just say, let me just conclude.
We have such wonderful bipartisan support on the Committee but
we, with all due respect, have a difference on how we approach
this. I just, first of all, want to say that whether commodity pro-
grams go up or down or SNAP goes up and down, those moneys
are not traded. They are totally separate programs, totally sepa-
rate. If we cut SNAP it does not add money to the commodity title.
If we add money to the commodity title it does not affect SNAP.

I will say this, having been deeply involved in writing that farm
bill in 2018, we do not know why CBO scored it the way they did,
but the reality is that we put in place a policy to do a thorough
update that had not been done since 1975. It is written right in the
farm bill, and that is what happened. I mean, the Trump adminis-
tration chose not to do that, because this was 2018, chose not to
proceed. The Biden administration came in and then chose to pro-
ceed, which I am very glad that they did. There may be some dis-
agreements on how that was done or whatever, but I would just
say in terms of the directive, it was a directive in the farm bill.

I know we are going to have important discussions about all of
this, but I think it is important to say that we passed a farm bill
that required that to happen.

Senator Brown, who is not able to be with us today, he is in Ohio
because there was a train derailment and he needed to be there.
He cares deeply about these issues. He is a member of our Nutri-
tion Subcommittee. I just wanted to acknowledge that he had
called and felt very bad that he was not able to be here with us
today as well.

It has been a very important discussion. We have a lot of work
to do together. I strongly support the farm safety net, and as Sen-
ator Boozman was talking about, we have got a lot of work to do
to address the farm safety net. I also strongly support the family
safety net. I know we do, in general. We have just got some work
to do together as we figure out how we are going to proceed on all
of this and the numbers.

I thank everybody for being here. The record will remain open
for five business days, and the meeting is adjourned. Thank you.

[Whereupon, at 12:08 p.m., the hearing was adjourned.]
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Thank you, Chairwoman Stabenow, Ranking Member Boozman, and Members of the
Committee for the invitation to join you today to talk about Nutrition in the Farm Bill. I am
Stacy Dean, the Deputy Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and Consumer Services at USDA,
and I am joined today by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) Administrator, Cindy Long.

I have the privilege to talk with families who use our programs as well as those who
operate them. I routinely hear how important the federal nutrition programs are to struggling
families and communities. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) in
particular—by helping families put food on the table—supports families’ basic wellbeing and
overall health, especially during tough times. Coming out of the pandemic and inspired by the
recent historic White House Conference and National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition and Health,
USDA is focused on how we can strengthen and leverage our programs to reduce hunger and
hardship in America and help people live healthier lives — fulfilling the goal President laid out as
part of the National Strategy. We are deeply committed to that work and look forward to
engaging with Congress on opportunities to advance these goals through the Farm Bill.

My testimony will touch on where we have been since the last Farm Bill and where we
are heading today. I will cover the impact and importance of SNAP and our food distribution
programs, the pandemic response, and our work to build even stronger programs, including by
ensuring benefit levels better reflect the current cost of eating healthfully on a tight budget,
supporting opportunity through SNAP Employment and Training, promoting nutrition security,
and combatting benefit theft, among other topics.

I want to start by anchoring ourselves in USDA’s core strategic goal in this space.
Building on and complementing our longstanding efforts to address food security, we are
working to advance food and nutrition security. Nutrition security means having consistent and
equitable access to healthy, safe, affordable food essential to health and well-being. One way to
think about the two concepts is that food security focuses on ensuring that everyone has enough
to eat, while nutrition security ensures that everyone has nutritious food to eat that contributes to
their overall health.

The stakes are high. Poor nutrition is a leading cause of illness in the United States,
associated with more than half a million deaths per year. There is a strong association between
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food insecurity and poor nutrition, with individuals who report being most food insecure also at a
higher risk of developing diet-related diseases like obesity, diabetes, and hypertension.
Recognizing that structural inequities make it hard for many people to eat healthy and be
physically active, we are emphasizing equity in all our efforts to ensure all Americans have
access to the nutrition they need. While FNS programs support individuals and families of all
backgrounds and at all life stages, we are especially committed to promoting nutrition security
among eligible children and underserved populations.

Our work to advance nutrition security is driven by four pillars:

(1) Providing meaningful nutrition support from pregnancy to birth and beyond — for
example, by delivering SNAP benefits that allow households to afford a healthy diet, by
providing high-quality nutrition education to SNAP-eligible populations through SNAP-
Ed and by proposing science-driven updates to the foods prescribed to participants in the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) to
support healthy growth and development.

(2) Connecting all Americans with healthy, safe, affordable food sources — this includes our
work to increase SNAP participants’ access to more foods through farmer’s markets, as
well as incentive programs that encourage SNAP participants to purchase nutritious
foods, such as the Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP), which
focuses on increasing fruit and vegetable consumption and the Healthy Fluid Milk
Incentive (HFMI), which aims to increase consumption of low-fat milk.

(3) Developing, translating, and enacting nutrition science through partnerships with health
professionals, the food and retailer industry, and other key stakeholders; and

(4) Prioritizing equity every step of the way.

Through our food and nutrition security efforts, we are also working to support another of
Secretary Vilsack’s key goals: supporting more and better markets and improving the resiliency
of U.S. agriculture. USDA is on a mission to ensure today’s markets work better for both family
farmers and the communities they feed. A great example of how we’re working together on this
front with our colleagues across USDA is through our work to strengthen connections between
farmers, ranchers, and USDA nutrition programs through investments in local and regional food
system infrastructure and markets.

For example, the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) is managing a new program
called the Local Food Purchase Assistance (LFPA) program that provides funds to states, tribes,
and territories to purchase food from local and undeserved farmers for food banks, pantries, and
other nutrition assistance programs. As of the start of the year, AMS has awarded nearly $375
million to 48 states, 4 territories, and 24 tribes to support these efforts. At the same time, USDA
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entered into an additional 33 agreements amounting to over $151 million to use the same
approach to provide local foods to schools. This effort opens up hundreds of new market
opportunities for small and mid-sized operations to improve their bottom line. The purchase of
products from local farmers and growers not only supports the local economy, but also allows for
products like fruits and vegetables that are harvested at their peak, providing consumers the
benefit of seasonal varieties and fresh flavors. We work closely with our colleagues at AMS and
with FNS program operators in the emergency food and school food systems to maximize these
programs for all involved.

These are ambitious goals. But we believe by setting our sights on ensuring our food
assistance programs support nutrition security, agricultural producers, and resilient food systems,
we will drive towards meaningful change and a healthier population.

Let me now turn to review where we are with respect to the major program areas covered
by the nutrition title of the Farm bill: SNAP, the Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP),
and the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR).

SNAP’S IMPACT AND IMPORTANCE

As our largest federal nutrition program, SNAP is foundational to USDA’s efforts to
tackle food and nutrition insecurity and to advance equity. As you begin work on the next Farm
Bill, it is worth reminding ourselves of SNAP’s impact. SNAP is the most far-reaching, powerful
tool available to ensure that all Americans can afford healthy food—it’s a lifeline for tens of
millions of Americans in every part of the country. It reduces poverty and food hardship, and
participation by young children has been linked to better long-term health, education, and
employment outcomes.

SNAP serves a very diverse range of people. About 70 percent of SNAP participants are
children, older adults, or adults with disabilities. The program supports households in major
cities and small towns across rural America. While all households must demonstrate that their
income is low enough to qualify for a benefit, their circumstances differ. For low-income
workers, SNAP helps supplement their food budgets so they can afford to put healthy food on
the table on their low wages. For seniors, SNAP supports those who are struggling to make ends
meet on a fixed income. And for parents, SNAP helps them afford healthy food for their
children, so their children can grow and thrive.

One of SNAP’s core strengths is its structure, which enables it to adapt as economic
conditions change. By design, SNAP expands to meet increased need and contracts when the
need abates, providing food to people and communities where and when it is needed most.
SNAP cushions the blow for families when a parent loses a job, sees their hours cut, or is
temporarily unable to work due to illness or natural disaster. As our economy continues to
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recover from the pandemic, USDA projects that SNAP participation will decline by over 1
million participants between FY 2023 and FY 2024.

SNAP benefits are used at grocery stores, injecting demand into the economy. Not only
does SNAP help households put food on the table, but it has a multiplier effect that is powerful
and proven. SNAP supports countless retailers across the country where participants buy food,
but SNAP also helps the grocery store employees who stock the shelves, run the bakery, and
check you out, plus the truck drivers who deliver those products to stores. Let us also not forget
that those dollars then in turn support the manufacturing plants, our local food distribution and
aggregation centers, and of course the hard-working farmers who produced the food in the first
place. A 2019 USDA study found that in an economic downturn, every dollar in additional
SNAP benefits leads to an increase of $1.54 in gross domestic product.! That is why so many
economists value SNAP as an economic stimulus tool.

The benefits of SNAP also extend to people’s health and well-being. Research has shown
that participation in SNAP reduces food insecurity and allows families to have healthier diets.
There is a strong correlation between food insecurity and chronic health conditions among all
age groups, from children to seniors. SNAP helps reverse this trend by enabling families to
purchase healthier diets and freeing up financial resources to be used for other necessities such as
medical care. A recent study found that—for seniors eligible for both Medicare and Medicaid—
participating in SNAP was associated with fewer inpatient hospital admissions and lower health
care costs.?

PANDEMIC RESPONSE

Exactly as it’s designed to do, SNAP responded to the sudden shift in economic
conditions caused by the economic fallout from the pandemic, including rising unemployment
and increased need for food. SNAP participation increased from 37 million to 43 million people
in just 3 months, underscoring the program’s power and resiliency in expanding to meet
families’ needs during times of great hardship.

Recognizing that the scope of the hardship caused by the pandemic was unprecedented,
Congress acted quickly to bolster nutrition assistance in five legislative packages. Key SNAP
provisions included increasing SNAP benefits for all households; providing additional benefits to
help households weather the pandemic economy; expanding SNAP eligibility for low-income
college students; providing additional resources for the emergency feeding network; and
providing USDA with authority to protect SNAP access during the period of increased need by

1 USDA Economic Research Service: The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Economy: New

Estimates of the SNAP Multiplier; USDA ERS, July 2019: https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=93528
accessed 2/2/23

2 Seth A. Berkowitz, Deepak Palakshappa, Joseph Rigdon, et al. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Participation and

Health Care Use in Older Adults: A Cohort Study. Ann Intern Med.2021:174:1674-1682. [Epub 19 October

2021]. https://doi.org/10.7326/M21-1588 (accessed 2/9/23)
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offering states flexibilities to adapt program administration and operations. With the authorities
and resources provided by Congress, and working with our partners in State, Tribal, U.S.
Territories, and local government, USDA has leveraged every tool at our disposal to meet the
moment.

The official measure of food security, collected through a partnership between the Census
Bureau and USDA, showed that the food security rate held steady between 2019 and 2021. We
actually saw the prevalence of food insecurity decline among households with children between
2020 and 2021. While it will take some time for researchers to fully assess the impact, many are
suggesting that a strong safety net—including nutrition assistance and other pandemic aid such
as expanded unemployment insurance and housing supports—was critical to protecting people
from increased hunger and hardship during a time in which we would have otherwise expected to
see a substantial increase. That stands in contrast to the surge in food insecurity we saw during
the Great Recession of 2007-2009.

USDA also acted quickly to expand participant access to more retailers through the
SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot, which allows SNAP participants to shop and pay for their food
online. Today, more than 99 percent of SNAP households have access to online purchasing
across 49 states and Washington, D.C. We expect that Alaska will implement online purchasing
soon, making online purchasing available in all 50 states and Washington, D.C. In addition to
affording those paying with EBT cards the same options as other consumers, many living in food
deserts and families working multiple jobs with little time to spare now have access to more
retail options through SNAP online shopping, and the positive impacts have been particularly
strong in rural areas. In November 2022, nearly 4 million SNAP households shopped online,
which is more than a hundred-fold increase from March 2020, when about 35,000 SNAP
households shopped online.

Together, we have taken bold action to help Americans get back on their feet—these
efforts have made a remarkable difference, which underscores how powerful the federal nutrition
programs can be in quickly responding to hunger and hardship. A strong safety net works, and
we have many positive lessons to build on from the past few years.

As we look ahead, Emergency Allotments will end in all States, after February benefits
are paid, in March, and certain programmatic flexibilities provided will end when the federal
Public Health Emergency (PHE) ends in May. We are working closely with states now to assess
their readiness and build their capacity to transition to traditional program rules, and we continue
to review the full array of existing flexibilities that states may utilize to streamline program
operations. Many states are ready for this transition, but for others, the shift will be operationally
difficult. We are committed to helping states navigate the end of the PHE and changes to SNAP
to ensure their smooth transition to normal program operations with minimal disruptions in
benefit access.
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While there’s no doubt that families will experience challenges when the remaining
pandemic benefit supplements end, we are also collaborating with states and external partners to
ensure that households that have counted on temporary benefits understand how their benefits
are changing, so that they can manage the changes with knowledge and confidence.

In addition to ensuring that SNAP is adapting and responding as needed to the pandemic,
USDA has been working on many fronts to strengthen SNAP for the future. I want to share some
of the major efforts we have undertaken to strengthen SNAP in the long-term, many of which
stem from Congress’ direction in the last Farm Bill.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 2018 FARM BILL

Thrifty Food Plan Reevaluation

In 2021, in the midst of the pandemic and economic turmoil that closed schools and left
millions out of work and struggling to put food on the table, USDA conducted a reevaluation of
the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP), which serves as the basis for determining the value of SNAP
benefits. As directed by Congress in the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA used the latest available data and
an evidence-based process to update the Plan to reflect the cost of a practical, cost-effective,
nutritious diet in today’s market.

Based on Congress’ directive, USDA reevaluated the TFP to reflect the four elements
specified in the statute: the latest dietary guidance, the most recently available data on current
food prices, food composition data, and consumption patterns. USDA took a careful and
considered approach, with evidence-based documented decisions, using the same mathematical
TFP model used in all previous reevaluations, but with updates to the underlying data and an
evaluation of the underlying assumptions of the model. We made updates only when the body of
scientific evidence was clear and convincing to do so.

The reevaluation was a scientific and data-driven approach that concluded that the cost of
a nutritious, practical, budget-conscious diet is 21 percent higher than the previous TFP. That
resulted in the first permanent increase to the purchasing power of SNAP benefits since the TFP
was first introduced in 1975, reflecting notable shifts in the food marketplace and consumers’
circumstances over the past 45 years. The increase translates to a modest increase of $1.19 per
person per day, or 40 cents per person per meal more than what they would otherwise have
received—helping to put more American farmer produced healthy foods within reach for
millions of Americans. The Urban Institute found that the increase to SNAP benefits resulting
from the TFP reevaluation lifted 2.3 million people out of poverty, reducing overall poverty by
4.7 percent and child poverty by 8.6 percent.

A recent General Accounting Office (GAO) report contained eight recommendations for
improving the TFP re-evaluation process, focused primarily on project management, peer review
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guidelines, documentation, and transparency. We have already begun integrating some
suggestions from the report into our ongoing work related to the TFP as part of our commitment
to continuous process improvement. However, we have significant concerns about several of
GAO’s conclusions, which appear to stem from a fundamental difference of perspective
regarding what the 2018 Farm Bill directed for the re-evaluation. We stand by our 2021 re-
evaluation of the Thrifty Food Plan — the sound process, the scientific findings, and the
resulting positive impact on tens of millions of Americans in need.

Another tool the Biden-Harris Administration has employed to ensuring families have the
tools and resources they need to put food on the table during the pandemic is Emergency
Allotments. This is a temporary increase in benefits that provided all SNAP households an
additional benefit of at least $95 per month. When Emergency Allotments end nationwide in
March, participants will see their SNAP benefits decrease—some will see very sizeable
reductions. While the change will be disruptive, benefit levels will return to a level that will
allow them to afford a healthy diet, due to the TFP reevaluation.

Strengthening SNAP Employment & Training

SNAP is an important work support, and the program is designed to provide incentives
for participants to seek employment and increase their earnings: for each additional dollar SNAP
participants earn, their benefits decline by only 24 to 36 cents. That ensures that workers see an
increase in their total resources (SNAP and earnings) when they bring home additional income.
The overwhelming majority of SNAP participants who can work do so, and States may provide
training and support services to those who need assistance in entering the workforce through
state SNAP Employment & Training—or E& T—programs.

In the 2018 Farm Bill, Congress built on efforts in the 2014 bill and took important steps
to improve the quality of SNAP E&T programs, emphasizing the use of evidence-based practices
like case management and work-based learning. The 2018 Farm Bill also underscored the
importance of matching participants with the right services and partnering with state workforce
systems to align programs with the needs of participants and employers. Congress gave us clear
direction that E&T programs should not just be bigger, but they should be better.

The final rule implementing these bipartisan changes—which became effective in March
2021—strengthened E&T by ensuring that states use evidence-based strategies to help
participants obtain the skills employers need, increasing the use of case management services for
E&T participants and allowing E&T funds to be used for subsidized employment and
apprenticeships. The rule also encourages states to build high quality programs and holds states
accountable for participant success in E&T programs.

USDA and States want to build stronger E&T programs that truly help SNAP participants
get a job, keep their job, or get a better job, and we are working to provide the support and

7



47

resources to help them do that. For example, in December we hosted a SNAP E&T National
Forum with 350 attendees from 51 States and territories. The National Forum was designed to
bring together E&T stakeholders from across the country to learn from one another and share
best practices. That type of peer learning complements the in-depth technical assistance FNS has
provided to States through our SNAP to Skills project and our work with 142 E&T providers in
31 States through our SNAP E&T National Partnership grants.

Earlier this year, I had the chance to travel to Minnesota to see the Hennepin County
Department of Community Corrections and Rehabilitation’s Construction Pathway Program,
where participants work and learn on site at the direction of the journeyman union carpenters.
They are taught proper tool usage, problem solving, and construction techniques consistent with
code, all while being paid a livable stipend. I also had the chance to see a house that the group’s
Community Productive Day Program, supported with SNAP E&T funds, rehabbed in North
Minneapolis. The program focuses solely on formerly incarcerated individuals and provides
county-directed work experience. Each Friday of the program is dedicated to addressing barriers
participants face to stable and livable employment—they help people obtain drivers’ licenses,
work through child support issues, and tackle other challenges that could otherwise derail their
progress.

It is proof that we have come a long way in SNAP E&T and we are committed to
continuing to strengthen the program with our continued work with states and Governors across
the country. By learning what works, we are integrating promising and evidence-based practices
that will better the program for all participants. We still have a lot of work to do, particularly
with respect to bringing promising programs to scale, and we welcome your continued
partnership along the way as we seek to strengthen and improve these opportunities.

Protecting Program Integrity

Ensuring strong program integrity is—and will continue to be—an ongoing priority for
FNS. We have a critical obligation to pursue program integrity as stewards of taxpayer dollars.
Consistent with Congressional direction in the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA is working to strengthen
oversight and data collection, minimize improper payments and administrative errors, and
enhance fraud detection.

National Accuracy Clearinghouse (NAC)

The 2018 Farm Bill required USDA to establish a National Accuracy Clearinghouse
(NAC) to prevent simultaneous benefit issuance to the same individual by more than one State.
Duplicate participation occurs most often when people move from one state to another and forget
to notify their SNAP state agency, or when the state agency doesn’t properly process the
notification. The NAC will result in a more seamless experience for participants who move from
state to state and need to disenroll in one state to apply in another, while also catching and
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preventing the rare but egregious instances of individuals attempting to steal from SNAP by
intentionally enrolling in multiple states. We are working closely with external experts on design
and deployment of the NAC and will leverage security technology to safeguard SNAP
participants’ personally identifiable information and to stand up the NAC in a way that improves
program integrity and customer service. At this time, we expect that an initial group of States
will begin implementing the NAC this summer, with all States fully implementing by 2027.

We are committed to successful nationwide implementation of the NAC and take seriously
our responsibility to do so in a way that safeguards SNAP participants’ personally identifiable
information, minimizes burdens on participants, and avoids delays in benefit determinations.

SNAP Quality Control

SNAP payment accuracy is an ongoing priority for FNS. SNAP payment accuracy
measures both under and over payments to eligible households. Accurate payments mean better
customer service for SNAP clients, and we are committed to maintaining program integrity as
stewards of taxpayer dollars,

Congress provided States with the option to suspend certain Quality Control (QC)
requirements during the pandemic through June 2021, allowing states to focus on increased
caseloads due to the economic challenges of the pandemic. During this period, FNS encouraged
state agencies to continue conducting QC reviews, but because the data for FY 2020 and FY
2021 were incomplete, FNS could not establish national or state-level payment error rates for
either year. Data for FY 2022 reflects the first full fiscal year of QC reviews since the pandemic
began. FNS will publish the FY 2022 payment error rates by June 30, 2023, as required, and
preliminary State-reported QC data indicate that payment errors were elevated during this time,
likely reflecting significant operational challenges associated with the pandemic.

Even while QC requirements were suspended, FNS has continued to actively review QC
data to analyze trends and provide technical assistance to support their error-reduction efforts.
Although it’s not surprising to see elevated error rates during such a challenging and complex
time, it is incumbent upon us at USDA to address this, and we are working aggressively to
support States to do so. We are striving for better real-time information to allow FNS and States
to identify issues and analyze the root causes quickly and then act to address them in a timely
manner.

LOOKING AHEAD

SNAP is a powerful and effective tool to address hunger and hardship in America, and we are
obligated to continue to strengthen the program and ensure that it works for those it is meant to
serve. I have already touched on several priority areas and want to mention a few others that we
are focused on at USDA.
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Combatting SNAP Benefit Theft

USDA is working with our State and Federal partners to protect participants from
benefit theft and combat a recent uptick in EBT card “skimming.” Skimming is when
thieves place an illegal device on an ATM or a retailer’s card-swiping machine to copy
SNAP EBT card information. Criminals then use the information to make fake EBT cards
and steal benefits from victims’ accounts. Card skimming can happen to anyone who uses a
credit, debit, or an EBT card, but it hits SNAP households particularly hard, as they rely on
their benefits to feed their families. Losing SNAP benefits can be devastating for victims
and we will not tolerate benefit theft in our programs. Card skimming is different from fraud
or payment error, it is a deplorable crime committed by individuals with no connection to
SNAP. Itis also an evolving crime, which means we must both tackle the current security
threat as well as prepare for the future.

Congress recently took a major step forward with the enactment of a provision in the
FY2023 Consolidated Appropriations Act to ensure that victims of SNAP card skimming or
other similar fraudulent methods can get their SNAP benefits replaced by requiring states to
replace these stolen benefits and allowing them to use federal funds to do so through fiscal year
2024. We greatly appreciate the leadership and partnership of this Committee and the bipartisan
effort in Congress that led to this new law to help prevent skimming and support SNAP
participants who fall victim to these horrible theft schemes by no fault of their own. The law also
charges USDA with developing regulations requiring States to take additional card security,
fraud prevention, and detection measures that will prevent these fraudulent schemes, including
card skimming and cloning. We have already disseminated guidance to states so they can submit
their plans for replacing these stolen benefits under the new law and we are working to
implement other provisions of the new law quickly. We look forward to continuing to partner
with Congress to secure the SNAP program for the families who rely on it and to guard taxpayer
dollars.

Expanding SNAP Online Shopping and Improving Customer Experience

As I already mentioned, USDA has worked closely with States and other partners to
rapidly expand the availability of SNAP online shopping. More than 175 retailers—representing
thousands of actual stores—now offer SNAP online shopping to participants. As we committed
to in the National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health, we will continue working to
modernize SNAP payment and shopping options, building on the successful expansion of SNAP
online purchasing with a focus on smaller, independent grocery stores. USDA recently awarded
$5 million to the National Grocers Association Foundation to guide retailers—especially small,
independent stores—through the process of standing up SNAP online purchasing.

Not only does SNAP online purchasing increase convenience for participants, it also
promotes equity by expanding benefit redemption options for those who live in rural areas,
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where brick and mortar SNAP-authorized stores may be limited. Through the grant and our
partnership, we aim to give all stores an opportunity to offer SNAP online — and give all SNAP
participants the flexibility to buy groceries from home.

In the coming weeks, we intend to announce the selection of five states participating in
the SNAP Mobile Payments Pilot. This pilot is an opportunity to provide the same cutting-edge
technology and services to SNAP participants that are available to all other customers and the
general public. We will test, in five states, the ability for SNAP participants to receive and use
their benefits with participating retailers who accept payment via a mobile device, such as a
phone, to truly transform the customer experience. This has the potential to improve access,
reducing the length of time it takes for participants to access their benefits once approved. It also
has the potential to reduce fraud, by using more secure payment methods compared to outdated
magnetic stripe technology. We will conduct an evaluation of this pilot to learn about successful
rollout strategies and the impact of mobile payment on access, cost, and fraud prevention,
ensuring that Congress can use this information to make informed decisions about the future of
SNAP.

Promoting Nutrition Security through SNAP

As highlighted above, the TFP reevaluation has strengthened SNAP and its power to
promote nutrition security, since families simply cannot achieve a nutritious diet, even a cost-
conscious nutritious diet, without sufficient resources. In fact, previous research found that
nearly 9 out of 10 SNAP participants struggled to achieve a healthy diet, with the cost of healthy
food most commonly cited as a roadblock. Other ways that USDA promotes nutrition security
through SNAP include SNAP Nutrition Education (or SNAP-Ed) and SNAP incentive programs.

SNAP Nutrition Fducation

Last year we celebrated the 30™ anniversary of SNAP Nutrition Education — or SNAP-
Ed. SNAP-Ed provides evidence-based programming to promote healthy choices, help
participants use SNAP dollars to shop for and cook healthy meals, and encourage physical
activity.

In response to the Biden Administration’s Executive Orders related to food security and
racial equity, as well as the Department’s focus on nutrition security, USDA recently made
several significant changes to SNAP-Ed that were designed to strengthen its impacts on public
health and health equity. These changes include: establishing a new National Program
Evaluation and Reporting System; developing new resources to ensure equity in SNAP-Ed
program access, service delivery, and funding distribution; encouraging maximum flexibility in
the use of policy, systems, and environmental change approaches within the SNAP-Ed



51

guidelines; and establishing a new Nutrition Education Branch dedicated to SNAP-Ed for the
first time in the history of FNS.

SNAP Incentive Programs

Incentive programs encourage SNAP recipients to purchase healthy foods by providing a
coupon, discount, gift card, bonus food items or extra funds when they buy specific foods, such
as fruits and vegetables. Research shows that incentive programs are effective in promoting
healthy eating by increasing SNAP participants’ purchasing power. For example, in one study,
SNAP participants who received fruit and vegetable incentives consumed 26 percent more fruits
and vegetables per day than nonparticipants.

USDA encourages SNAP retailers to participate in one or more of the SNAP-based
incentive initiatives, which include:

e The Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP), focused on increasing fruit
and vegetable consumption;

e The Healthy Fluid Milk Incentive (HFMI), which aims to increase consumption of low-
fat milk; and

e State, nonprofit and retailer-initiated SNAP incentives that promote foods aligned with
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.

Recognizing the powerful opportunity to leverage incentives to support health, the Biden-Harris
Administration—as part of the Food Systems Transformation effort--invested nearly $85 million
in incentives for SNAP participants to purchase healthy fruits and vegetables.

That includes $25 million for the Electronic Healthy Incentive Projects—or eHIP. Through these
projects, states will test SNAP incentive delivery through State electronic benefit transfer (EBT)
systems, with the goal of reducing administrative costs and allowing incentive dollars to reach
more SNAP participants.

We stand ready to work with you on expanding these effective models to promote healthy
eating and bolster SNAP participants’ purchasing power.

Building on Progress in SNAP Employment & Training (E&T)

COVID turned the labor market on its head, accelerating deep fundamental changes to
how, where and what we do for work. Some entry-level jobs in sectors like retail, hospitality, and
food service disappeared while health care, transportation, and infrastructure sector employers
still face enormous skilled workforce gaps. SNAP E&T is one part of the workforce
development system, and we are working with our SNAP E&T partners to ensure that every
worker has the skills they need so they are not left out of the economic recovery.
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We need to continue to focus on bridging the gap between the people looking for jobs
and the jobs available today, which requires connecting people with the skills they need to
successfully secure and maintain those positions and building connections with employers in
high-demand industries. We also need to design SNAP E&T to address the specific barriers and
challenges faced by our program participants, whether that’s transportation, childcare, access to
education, or other challenges. I know that strengthening SNAP’s role as a work support is a
priority we share, and I hope to work with Members of the Committee to build on the progress
we’ve made to date in SNAP Employment & Training.

Supporting the Emergency Feeding Network

The experience of the past few years has shown that there is significant demand for
emergency food through the food bank, food pantry and shelter system and that federal resources
play a critical role in supporting the thousands of community organizations around the country
who help to feed their communities.

One of USDA’s critical household emergency food distribution programs is the
Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP). First authorized in 1981, TEFAP is designed to
support the emergency feeding network by providing USDA Foods through our state agency
partners. We also want to make sure that any individual facing an emergency food need has
access to this critical safety net including in remote, rural, tribal, and other underserved
communities. That’s why FNS is investing $100 million in TEFAP Reach and Resiliency Grants
to expand the reach of the emergency food system in underserved areas including remote, rural,
Tribal, and low-income communities—supporting communities that have long faced systematic
barriers to opportunity and providing them with reliable, equitable access to food when they
most need it. By improving partnerships and the infrastructure that powers emergency food
distribution, we are striving to reach more people, ensure they receive high-quality, nutritious
food, and support a stronger food system for those who have been historically underserved.

Throughout the pandemic, emergency food providers have been resilient leaders in our
collective efforts to combat food and nutrition insecurity. The Administration has responded with
historic levels of support to emergency food systems. As described earlier in my testimony, we
are also testing innovative new methods to support emergency food providers while also
supporting local food procurement. These necessary investments focus on additional food
purchases, improving infrastructure, supporting health and nutrition, and lifting local food
systems—all while promoting access and equity.

As we move out of the worst of the pandemic, and the administration has recently
announced that the COVID-19 national emergency and public health emergency declaration will
end this spring, we want to work with Congress to assess the reach of our TEFAP foods into the
emergency food system, how we might support local food procurement and local food systems
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through purchases for emergency food systems, and how best to calibrate the support that’s
needed to maintain and strengthen our robust emergency food system.

Working with Tribal Communities and Investing in FDPIR

USDA is committed to furthering Tribal involvement and engagement in all nutrition
assistance programs — supporting food sovereignty and ensuring Tribal communities are
equitably served in federal programs was another key element in the National Strategy on
Hunger, Nutrition, and Health. We recognize the important role of Tribes and Tribal
organizations in ensuring American Indian and Alaska Native households have access to
nutrition assistance, and we are working with our Tribal partners to explore opportunities to
advance Tribal sovereignty with respect to FNS programs. Through the historic FDPIR Self-
Determination Demonstration Projects Congress authorized in the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA is able
to support Tribal food sovereignty by allowing tribes to enter into contracts with farmers,
growers, and producers to procure their own food to feed their people.

The demonstrations provided Tribes with an opportunity to better align the FDPIR food
package with their dietary preferences and traditional foods, and to purchase foods from
Indigenous producers. Of the $12 million received by FNS to date, approximately $6 million has
been utilized by eight participating tribes to purchase local, traditional foods, including bison,
ground beef, Alaskan Halibut, Alaskan Cod, wild rice, and a variety of fresh fruits and
vegetables among other products, from local farms. We are offering all tribes currently
participating in the pilot the opportunity to extend their projects as well as offering additional
tribes the opportunity to join the pilot. Last October, USDA announced the solicitation for a
second round of proposals to join the demonstration project, which remained open through the
end of January 2023.

Another way USDA is working to support Tribal food sovereignty is through nutrition
education. Tribal leaders have made it clear that nutrition education funds need to flow directly
from the Federal government to Tribal nations. And, they need to be more flexible to support
Indigenous traditions. USDA requested, and Congress provided, an annual increase of $4 million
to support nutrition education and is accepting proposals from FDPIR Tribes to develop and
expand these efforts locally. We are working closely with FDPIR programs and other federal
agencies to facilitate partnerships with stakeholders across Indian Country, including in health
care and SNAP-Ed, to develop and deliver in a more accessible way culturally appropriate
nutrition education at a scale that reaches both FDPIR clients and the broader eligible
community.

FNS also regularly engages in consultations with Tribal leaders about nutrition program
policies and regulations that may have Tribal implications. Additionally, we have made
significant progress in increasing Indigenous and culturally appropriate food offerings in WIC,
the Child Nutrition programs, and the Food Distribution Programs. For example, our recently
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proposed update to the school meal nutrition standards includes flexibility for schools serving
primarily American Indian and Alaska Native students to replace grains with vegetables, and
specifically acknowledges traditional foods as allowable components of a reimbursable meal.

We look forward to continuing and strengthening these efforts as well as our broader
commitment to be a better partner to tribal governments who are operating federal nutrition
programs.

CONCLUSION

Thank you, Chairwoman Stabenow, Ranking Member Boozman, and every Member of
the Committee for your leadership and commitment to helping Americans put food on the table
for their families and for your partnership as we continue this critical work. We appreciate our
work together and this opportunity to update the Committee. I look forward to working with you
to advance our shared goals in the upcoming Farm Bill. Thank you again for the opportunity to
join you today.
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health intervention
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Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program as a

Jerold Mande® and Grace Flaherty®

Purpose of review

In 2020, obesity prevalence among US children reached 19.7%, impacting about 14.7 million children
and adolescents. Food insecurity among children is also a public health concern but has largely decreased
or remained stable over the past decade, reaching 6.2% of US households with children in 2021. Given
food insecurity and obesity’s interconnected nature and their negative consequences on children’s health, it
is of interest fo assess the Supplemental Nutriion Assistance Program’s (SNAP’s) impact on childhood food
security, dietary quality, disease risk, and health outcomes.

Recent findings

Evidence suggests that SNAP participants, including children, struggle to meet key dietary guidelines and
perform poorly on key health indicators when compared with income-¢ligible and higher income
nonparticipants. Children participating in SNAP were more likely to have elevated disease risk and consume
more sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs), more highfat dairy, and more processed meats than income-eligible
nonparticipants. However, research suggests that federal food assistance programs with more stringent nutrition
standards - the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) and the
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) - improve dietary quality, increase

birth weight and gestation periods, and reduce childhood obesity, infant mortality and healthcare costs.

Summary

After reviewing the evidence on SNAP’s impacts on food insecurity, dietary quality, and health as well as
research on the health impacts of other more successful federal food assistance programs, we provide three
policy recommendations to strengthen SNAP’s effectiveness as a health intervention for children and families.

Keywords

diet quality, food insecurity, health intervention, nutrition assistance, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

INTRODUCTION

Obesity and diet-related disease are a growing public
health crisis for both adults and children, with sig-
nificant disparities by race and ethnicity. Childhood
food insecurity is also a public health concern and is
closely tied to diet-related disease and overall child
health. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) is the largest federal food assistance
program and is of interest for its potential to further
alleviate food insecurity among children while also
improving health outcomes.

BURDEN OF OBESITY, DIET-RELATED
DISEASE, AND FOOD INSECURITY

From 2017 to 2020, for children aged 2 to 19 years,
the prevalence of obesity in the United States was
19.7% and impacted about 14.7 million children
and adolescents [1%]. Obesity prevalence was 26.2%
among Hispanic children, 24.8% among non-

1040-8703 Copyright © 2022 The Author(s). Published by Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc.

Hispanic black children, 16.6% among non-His-
panic white children, and 9% among non-Hispanic
Asian children [2]. Obesity increases a child’s risk for
adverse diet-related health conditions, including
type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and certain
cancers [3]. Among adults, from 2017 to 2020, obe-
sity prevalence was 41.9%, a record high [3]. Obesity
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KEY POINTS

o Childhood obesity and dietrelated disease are growing
public health concerns. Childhood food insecurity is
also an important pub|ic health concern but has been
decreasing over the past decade, thanks in large part
to federal policy efforts.

Research suggests that the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) has positive impacts on
child health by reducing food insecurity and providing
economic benefits to families, but SNAP participants
are still struggling more than income-eligible and higher
income nonparticipants to meet key dietary guidelines.

Research on other federal food assistance programs
suggests that making diet quality a SNAP core
ob[ecﬁve, cpp]ying more stringent nutrition standards to
SNAP authorized retailers, and pairing incentives for
purchasing fruits and vegetables with restrictions on
unhealthy foods and beverages would improve
participants dietary patterns and metabolic health.

prevalence was 49.9% among non-Hispanic black
adults, 45.6% among Hispanic adults, 41.4%
among non-Hispanic white adults and 16.1%
among non-Hispanic Asian adults [3]. In 2017-
2018, 93.2% of adults had less-than-optimal meta-
bolic health [4"]. Diet-related chronic diseases are
among the leading causes of death in the United
States, and research during the coronavirus 19
(COVID-19) pandemic showed that diet-related
chronic diseases were associated with higher risk
of COVID-19 infection and two-thirds of COVID-
19 hospitalizations [2,5%].

Food insecurity and very-low food insecurity
among households with children decreased from
2020 to 2021. Food insecure households, as defined
by USDA, are those that had difficulty at some time
during the year providing enough food for all mem-
bers because of a lack of resources [6]. Very-low food
insecurity is a more severe range of food insecurity,
wherein the food intake of some household members
was reduced, and normal eating patterns was dis-
rupted at times during the year because of limited
resources [6]. In 2021, 6.2% of households with chil-
dren were food-insecure (compared with 7.5% in
2020) and 0.7% had very low food security (compared
with 0.8% in 2020) [7%,8"]. Food insecurity is associ-
ated with a host of short-term and long-term health
consequences for children, including infant mortal-
ity, fetal epigenetic changes, suboptimal develop-
ment and function, increased hospitalizations and
healthcare use, disrupted or under use of prescribed
medications, poorer management of chronic diseases
and poor diet quality [9-19].
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SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE
PROGRAM BACKGROUND

SNAP is a federal program with the potential to
impact childhood food insecurity, obesity, and
diet-related disease simultaneously. SNAP provides
food-purchasing assistance to low-income Ameri-
cans. SNAP is the largest federal food assistance
program, serving 41.5 million people in fiscal year
(FY) 2022 at an expenditure of $140 billion [20]. The
most recent data on SNAP household characteristics
found that in FY 2019, 41% of participating SNAP
households included children [21]. The United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) pays the
full cost of SNAP benefits and shares half of the
administration costs with states, which operate
SNAP. To be eligible to receive SNAP benefits, an
individual or household must have a gross income
of less than 130% of the federal poverty standard,
net income less than 100% of the federal poverty
standard, and assets must fall below certain limits
[22]. Households deemed eligible for SNAP benefits
receive an electronic benefit card (EBT), which is
loaded with benefits monthly. Households may use
EBT cards at an authorized retailer, of which there
are more than 247 000 [23]. SNAP participants may
use EBT benefits to purchase food and allowable
beverages but may not be used to purchase alcoholic
beverages, tobacco, paper goods, and other nonfood
items [24]. Heated and hot prepared foods are not
considered staple foods and are also not eligible for
purchase, except in some areas under certain cir-
cumstances [25]. On average, SNAP participants
received an estimated $217.88 per month per person
in regular SNAP benefits in FY 2021 [26]. Each
household’s monthly benefit amount is based on
the household’s net income, so that if a household’s
net income after deductions is zero, the household
receives the maximum SNAP benefit, and the bene-
fit reduction rate is 30% (meaning the monthly
benefit is reduced by 30 cents for each dollar of
net income) [27]. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
Congress provided all SNAP recipients the maxi-
mum benefit. The maximum SNAP benefit is tied
to the cost of the USDA’s Thrifty Food Plan (TEP), a
diet plan intended to provide adequate nutrition
consistent with the Dietary Guidelines for Ameri-
cans, and which was updated in 2021 as directed by
Congress, increasing SNAP benefits by 21% [28,29].

SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE
PROGRAM'’S IMPACT ON CHILD HEALTH

Research suggests that SNAP has positive impacts on
health by reducing food insecurity and lifting indi-
viduals out of poverty. Research has shown that
SNAP meets its goal of reducing hunger and food
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insecurity among participants, including children
[30,31"]. Participation in SNAP has been shown to
reduce the incidence of low-birth weight among
newborns by 7% for whites and 5-11% for blacks
[32]. Research on the relationship between SNAP
purchasing power and children’s health and health
care utilization found that a 10% increase in SNAP
purchasing power increases the likelihood a child
had a preventive check-in in the past year by 8.1%,
increases the likelihood that children had any doc-
tor’s visit in the past 12months by 3.4%, and is
associated with a 22% reduction in the number of
school days missed because of illness [33]. Research
has shown that children receiving SNAP are less
likely than low-income nonparticipants to be in fair
or poor health or underweight, and their families are
less likely to make tradeoffs between paying for
health care and paying for other basic health needs,
like food, housing, heating, and electricity [34,35].
Reductions and cut offs in SNAP benefits because of
increased income have also been associated with
poorer child health [36].

SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE
AND DIET QUALITY

Although SNAP effectively alleviates food insecurity
for children in terms of caloric, macronutrient, and
micronutrient intake, SNAP participants are still
struggling more than income-eligible and higher
income nonparticipants to meet key dietary guide-
lines.

The average USDA Healthy Eating Index (HEI)
score among Americans is 58 (out of a possible 100),
suggesting that the majority of Americans have
suboptimal diets [37]. However, while other USDA
food assistance programs, such as the Special Sup-
plemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants
and Children (WIC) and the National School Lunch
Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP),
significantly improve diet quality, research suggests
that SNAP does not.

The National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey (NHANES) has frequently been used to assess
Americans’ dietary quality and health, including by
income and SNAP participation status. A study using
2011-2016 NHANES data found that, on average,
SNAP participants had lower total HEI scores than
income-eligible and higher income nonparticipants
(55, 57, and 60 points, respectively) [38""]. SNAP
participants scored lower for total fruits, whole
fruits, total vegetables, and added sugar components
[38™]. Adults participating in SNAP had a higher
prevalence of obesity than matched income-eligible
nonparticipants (44 versus 38%) [38"]. Children
participating in SNAP had a higher prevalence of
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elevated blood pressure compared with higher
income nonparticipant children (9 versus 7%)
[38"]. In terms of disease risk, a higher percentage
of SNAP participants than either income-eligible or
higher income nonparticipants had very high or
extremely high-disease risk (31 versus 27%, and
26 and 11% versus 8 and 7%, respectively) [38"].

A study of 1999-2008 NHANES data found that
children who received SNAP benefits had substan-
dard diets, consuming 43% more SSBs, 47% more
high-fat dairy, and 44% more processed meats than
income-eligible nonparticipants [39].

A study of 1999-2014 NHANES data found that
between 2003 and 2014, SNAP participants had less
improvements in diet quality using American Heart
Association (AHA) diet scores than both income-
eligible nonparticipants and higher income individ-
uals [40]. Disparities in diet quality persisted for
most foods and nutrients and worsened for proc-
essed meats, added sugars and nuts and seeds [40].

In addition to NHANES, sales data have also
been used to assess foods purchased using SNAP
benefits. Sales data obtained from a large supermar-
ket chain in the northeastern United States from
April 2012 to April 2014 revealed that customer
transactions paid at least partially with SNAP bene-
fits included lower spending on fruits, vegetables,
and poultry, and higher spending on SSBs, red meat,
and convenience foods than transactions that did
not involve SNAP [41]. A USDA study assessed the
content of SNAP purchases in 2011 from a leading
retailer and found that soft drinks were the number
1 purchase in terms of share of expenditures by
SNAP households and the number 2 purchase by
non-SNAP households [42].

LESSONS LEARNED FROM OTHER
FEDERAL FEEDING PROGRAMS

In contrast to SNAP, other USDA feeding programs
targeting children perform better with respect to
diet quality. The NSLP, SBP, the Child and Adult
Care Food Program, and the WIC Program all apply
nutrition standards based on the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans.

The Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act (HHFKA) in
2010 established stronger nutrition standards for
the NSLP and SBP, which significantly improved
dietary quality. Specifically, the HHFKA regulations
required schools to increase the amount of fruits and
vegetables served and limit starchy vegetables; serve
only low-fat or fat-free milk; and serve more whole
grains [43]. The HHFKA also established standards
for food and beverage products sold in schools out-
side of the breakfast and lunch programs, which
eliminated most sugary beverages and reduced the

www.co-pediatrics.com 35



Population health

59

sugar and calorie content of food products for sale
[44]. Following the changes, the USDA found that
the nutritional quality of NSLP lunches increased
significantly between school year 2009-2010 and
school year 2014-2015 [45"]. Evaluations found
that students consumed more fruit, vegetables,
whole grains, and fewer starch vegetables than
before the HHFKA, without -contributing to
increases in food waste or reductions in program
participation [45",46]. The mean total HEI-2010
score for NSLP lunches increased 41% - from 57.9
to 81.5 out of a possible 100 [45"].

Unlike SNAP, which does not limit food or non-
alcoholic beverage purchases, WIC purchases are
limited to different food packages for different
groups of participants. Research has shown that
WIC lowers Medicaid costs for participating women,
and WIC participation is associated with longer
gestation periods, higher birth weight, and lower
infant mortality [47,48]. The WIC food packages
were revised in 2009 to align with the Dietary Guide-
lines for Americans more closely and to introduce
incentives for the purchase of fruits and vegetables,
which research showed was associated with a 17.5
and 27.8% increase in fresh and frozen vegetable
purchases (respectively) and a 28.6% increase in
fresh fruit purchases [49]. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) and the USDA ana-
lyzed WIC data from 56 states and territories from
2010 and 2018 and found that 31 WIC agencies
reported significant declines in obesity among chil-
dren aged 2—4years [50]. Between 2010 and 2018,
overall obesity prevalence among WIC participants
aged 2-4 years decreased from 15.9 to 14.4% [50].

POLICY INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE
HEALTH OUTCOMES FOR SUPPLEMENTAL
NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM
PARTICIPANTS

There are three evidence-based policy changes that
lawmakers should consider, and that pediatricians
could support, to strengthen SNAP’s effectiveness as
a health intervention for children and families,
build on the successes of WIC, CACFP and the NSLP
and SBP, and help ensure that every child reaches
the age of 18 at a healthy weight. First, policymakers
should make diet quality a core SNAP objective and
define and report on nutrition security. SNAP’s cur-
rent core objectives (food security and fiscal integ-
rity) should be continued and supplemented with
an additional, congressionally mandated focus on
diet quality and healthy nutrition. Adding a diet-
quality component to SNAP’s current core objec-
tives could be accomplished through the next Farm
Bill (the omnibus, multiyear law that governs U.S.
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agricultural and food programs), an executive order,
or a voluntary internal policy change at USDA. Once
this core objective is in place, the USDA Economic
Research Service (ERS) should include nutrition secur-
ity in its annual reporting of US food security. Nutri-
tion security should be defined using an evidence-
based metric such as USDA’s HEI (e.g. nutrition secur-
ity defined as HEI of 80 or higher, nutrition insecurity
at HEI between 80 and 60, and very low nutrition
security defined as HEI below 60). In addition, the
USDA should report on any policy changes that have
been made to improve diet quality and nutrition, the
impact of USDA policies on diet quality and healthy
eating, and any additional authorities that the USDA
has identified it needs in order to improve diet qual-
ity, nutrition, and healthy eating.

Second, policymakers should strengthen
requirements for SNAP-authorized retailers to pro-
mote healthier retail food environments, especially
for large retailers such as Walmart, Kroger, and
Amazon. SNAP-authorized retailers are currently
required to either stock three units of three different
varieties for each staple food category (vegetables or
fruits; dairy products; meat, poultry, or fish; breads
or cereals) on a continuous basis or a store must have
more than 50% of its total gross retail sales from the
sale of staple foods [44]. Despite these requirements,
research shows that SNAP authorized retailers offer
comparatively fewer fresh fruits and vegetables,
whole-grain foods and low-fat dairy products in
lower income communities than retailers in higher
income communities [S1-55]. SNAP retailers should
be prohibited from in-store (brick and mortar and
on-line) marketing of unhealthy foods such as
sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs) (e.g. endcap dis-
plays and favored placement, including for online
purchases).

Third, policymakers should support healthy pur-
chases in SNAP by pairing incentives for purchasing
fruits, vegetables, and other healthy foods with
restrictions on unhealthy foods and sweetened bev-
erages. Today, soft drinks are top commodity typi-
cally purchased by SNAP households [42]. Evidence
suggests that restricting SSB purchases in SNAP could
reduce the calories consumed from SSBs by 15% and
reduce negative health consequences including obe-
sity prevalence and diabetes [56]. A separate study of
the impact of restricting SSBs on children’s health
found thatif SSBs were substituted with fruitjuice and
milk, the restriction would be expected to reduce
obesity prevalence among SNAP participants by 6.2
percentage points [57"]. A randomized controlled
trial found that pairing incentives for purchasing
more fruits and vegetables with restrictions on the
purchase of less nutritious foods (e.g. SSBs, sweet
baked goods, candies) improved diet quality, reduced
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consumptions of SSBs and sweets, and increased fruit
intake compared with individuals who made pur-
chases with no restrictions or incentives [38].

A survey of public attitudes towards policies to
improve the nutritional impact of SNAP, including
SNAP participants, found that 82% of respondents
supported providing additional benefits to SNAP
participants that can only be used on healthful
foods, 69% of respondents supported removing
SNAP benefits for SSBs, and of the 46% of respond-
ents who initially opposed removing SSBs, 45%
supported removing SNAP benefits for SSBs if the
policy also included additional benefits to purchase
healthful foods [59].

Multiple-expert, nonpartisan bodies have sup-
ported one or more of these recommendations,
including the National Commission on Hunger;
the Bipartisan Policy Center; Healthy Eating
Research; and the Report of the 50th Anniversary of
the White House Conference on Food, Nutrition, and
Health [60-63]. They also build on the recommen-
dations of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans; the
CDC; the National Academy of Medicine; and the
WHO [64-67].

HOW PEDIATRICIANS CAN LEVERAGE
THESE LEARNINGS

Pediatricians can act to improve SNAP’s efficacy as a
health intervention by urging the American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics (AAP) to advocate for the three
aforementioned policy recommendations in its
legislative priorities. They can also advocate indi-
vidually and with their local colleagues to their
Senator & Representative to make these changes
in the 2023 Farm Bill. Pediatricians can become
involved with their state SNAP-Education (SNAP-
Ed) program (SNAP-Ed is USDA’s largest nutrition-
education and obesity-prevention program) and
seek to have our three recommendations imple-
mented at the state level using SNAP-Ed funds.

CONCLUSION

SNAP has demonstrated its benefit as an economic
support for children and families to reduce food
insecurity and allow for greater spending on other
vital expenditures, such as healthcare. However,
research suggests that there is an opportunity to
improve its efficacy as a health intervention for
children and families, in line with other federal food
assistance programs.
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Farm Bill 2023: Nutrition Programs
February 16, 2023
Questions for the Record
Ms. Staey Dean

Ranking Member John Boozman

1. Which person decided the Thrifty Food Plan re-evaluation would be conducted on an
accelerated timeline?

USDA Response

In the bipartisan, 2018 Farm Bill, Congress required USDA to conduct a re-evaluation of the
Thrifty Food Plan (TFP). The statute indicated the re-evaluation to be complete by 2022.
President Biden issued an Executive Order on January 22, 2021, prompting USDA to prioritize
the TFP re-evaluation because ensuring the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
benefit amounts reflect the true and current cost of a nutritious, economical diet was an important
way to provide American families with resources and to help stabilize the economy in the midst
of COVID. USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) conducted a science-based re-evaluation
of the TFP using the latest available data, as directed by Congress.

2. While you worked at the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP), you testified before
the House Agriculture Nutrition Subcommittee for a hearing on “The Future of SNAP,” on
March 28, 2017. This testimony described a paper commissioned by CBPP, your then-employer,
regarding a SNAP benefit increase. This paper studied the impact of “a roughly 20 percent
increase in the Thrifty Food Plan,” which is nearly identical to the 21 percent increase that
resulted from USDA’s TFP re-evaluation, It does not seem coincidental that a paper CBPP
requested made the same suggested increase that resulted after you began your role as Deputy
Under Secretary at the Food Nutrition and Consumer Services (FNCS). Please explain how this
paper was used in the TFP re-evaluation process.

USDA Response

USDA’s reevaluation of the TFP was a robust, data-driven analysis based on the four factors in
the Farm Bill:

e Current food prices,

o Food composition data

e Consumption patterns, and
e Dietary guidance.

The cited paper—titled “The Relationships Among SNAP Benefits, Grocery Spending, Diet
Quality, and the Adequacy of Low-Income Families’ Resources,” published in June 2016, and
authored by economics professors Patricia M. Anderson of Dartmouth College and Kristin F.
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Butcher of Wellesley College'—examines the potential impact of increasing SNAP benefit
amounts on households’ food spending and how it would affect diet quality. The cited paper was
not considered in USDA’s reevaluation.

3. The March 28, 2017 testimony also stated that “Such a significant increase may not be feasible
in the 2018 Farm Bill.” Please explain how your understanding of the process and that statement
changed between that testimony and the 2021 TFP re-evaluation.

USDA Response

Leading up to the last Farm Bill, some stakeholders were calling for Congress to use it as an
opportunity to make an update to the SNAP program so that SNAP benefit levels would be tied
to the Low-Cost Food Plan rather than the Thrifty Food Plan. Making this change would have
required a statutory change. The section of testimony from which the question quotes was an
effort to summarize the growing evidence which suggested SNAP benefits were insufficient to
meet the program’s core goal, while acknowledging that it would be difficult for then-Chairman
Conaway to mandate such a change given the fiscal constraints under which the 2018 farm bill
was crafted.

4. The paper commissioned by CBPP also stated that “boosting SNAP benefits would raise....the
nutritional quality of the food purchased.” It has been more than a year since the SNAP benefits
have increased as a result of the TFP update. What evidence is there now to support that claim
with SNAP participant purchases?

USDA Response

A moderized TFP is more than a commitment to good nutrition — it’s an investment in our
nation’s health, economy, and security. Putting healthy food in reach for low-income families
helps prevent disease, supports children in the classroom, reduces health care costs, and more.

The modernized TFP puts healthy foods and beverages in reach for low-income families by
supporting a practical, cost-conscious, nutritious diet. For example, the 2021 TFP includes more
fish and red and orange vegetables to reflect the latest dietary guidelines. The 2021 TFP also
includes more convenient foods like baby carrots and pre-cooked, canned beans and soups to
reflect what Americans purchase and eat.

Research published by the Urban Institute found that the increase in SNAP benefits resulting
from USDA'’s re-evaluation of the TFP reduced poverty rates by nearly 5% in the fourth quarter
of 2021 after the re-evaluated TFP took effect. The Urban Institute also found that the TFP re-
evaluation alone reduced child poverty by 8.6%.2

The evaluation of the Summer EBT demonstration—which provided a SNAP-like benefit to low-
income households with children in the summer, when children lose access to school meals—is
also instructive. The evaluation showed that providing Summer EBT not only cut the most
severe form of childhood food insecurity by one-third, but also that households receiving

! HHRG-115-AG03-Wstate-DeanS-20170328.pdf (house.gov), pg. 5-6.
2 Effect of the Reevaluated Thrifty Food Plan and Emergency Allotments on SNAP Benefits and Poverty: Urban
Institute. August 2022.
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Summer EBT ate more healthfully. Children receiving Summer EBT ate about 13% more fruits
and vegetables, 30% more whole grains, and 10% more dairy.

FNS’ FY 2023 Research and Evaluation Plan includes substantial investments to investigate how
the increase in SNAP benefits resulting from the TFP reevaluation has affected SNAP
households.

5. While you worked at CBPP, did you advise Members of Congress or their staff about the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) when Congress considered the 2018 Farm
Bill?
a. If so, did you advise those Members of Congress or their staff during this time about
any legislative provisions on the Thrifty Food Plan?

b. If yes, please describe your interactions with Congress on behalf of CBPP as they
pertain to the Thrifty Food Plan during the 2018 Farm Bill.

USDA Response

Prior to serving as the Deputy Under Secretary of Food, Nutrition, and Consumer Services
(FNCS), I was employed at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) as the Vice
President of Food Assistance Policy for over 20 years. As a nationally recognized expert in
Federal nutrition programs, I was often asked to provide Congressional staff of both parties with
technical information related to how proposed legislation and policies would impact access to
Federal benefit programs, benefit levels and eligibility, program administration and integrity, and
integration of Federal nutrition programs with other programs such as Medicaid.

6. In responding to GAO, USDA commented that the TFP reevaluation could have increased
SNAP benefits by more than the figure it settled on. Please specify the highest amount USDA
considered raising SNAP benefits under its TFP re-evaluation and explain the rationale for this
highest figure.

USDA Response

Importantly, USDA did not approach the TFP re-evaluation by considering a set range of
possible changes and selecting an amount within that range. Rather, USDA optimized the same
mathematical model that was historically used to calculate the TFP, subject to the four
Congressionally-mandated criteria:

Current food prices,

Food composition data
Consumption patterns, and
Dietary guidance.

® & o 9

Fundamentally, USDA took a conservative approach to the TFP re-evaluation. USDA used the
same mathematical model used in each of the previous re-evaluations and made updates to the
model’s data sources and constraints only when there was clear and convincing evidence to do
so. The GAO report highlights areas where evidence could have supported larger increases, but
USDA concluded the evidence was not sufficiently clear and compelling.

(957
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7. Please identify each USDA agency or office that formally approved USDA’s evaluation of the
Thrifty Food Plan. In addition, identify the official for each agency or office that provided their
approval of the TFP.

USDA Response

Experts within FNS’ Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion (CNPP) prepared the 2021 TFP
report, and it was formally cleared through the following USDA offices: the FNS
Administrator’s Office, the FNCS Under Secretary’s Office, USDA’s Office of the General
Counsel, and the Office of the Secretary. We also drew upon broader USDA expertise in key
areas, including consultation with economists from the Economic Research Service (ERS) on
methods for calculating food prices, and nutrition scientists from the Agricultural Research
Service (ARS) on the food composition datasets used in the development of food categories used
in the model.

8. Please identify each non-USDA agency that formally approved USDA’s re-evaluation of the
Thrifty Food Plan.

USDA Response

The bipartisan Farm Bill passed in 2018 specifically directed USDA to update the TFP by 2022
and tasked us with examining four specific components: current food prices, food composition
data, consumption patterns, and dietary guidance. As was the case in all previous re-evaluations,
no other Federal agency formally approved USDA’s re-evaluation.

9. Please explain the role of the Office of Management and Budget in the Thrifty Food Plan
update. During the hearing, you said you “[consulted] with OMB along the way,” and that they
“provided economic analysis throughout,” but did not necessarily “sign off.” Did OMB give
formal approval of USDA’s TFP re-evaluation?

USDA Response

USDA consulted with OMB during the re-evaluation process, and we presented our model and
methodology to them. The model was largely similar to the model used previously, and any
changes were detailed in the methods section of the TFP 2021 report. Consistent with past
practice, OMB did not formally approve USDA’s re-evaluation.

10. Based on CBO’s understanding of Congress’ direction, CBO scored the reevaluation of the
TFP at $0.00. Yet, your process resulted in an increase of hundreds of billions of dollars. I
understand that despite numerous requests from our staff, you never indicated you were
increasing the size of the program, especially by such a significant amount. Did the disparity in
your increase and that predicted by CBO give you pause or did you find it of no concern? Do
you believe the full power of such decisions rests in your hands, without consultation of
Congressional intent?

USDA Response
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Through the Food and Nutrition Act, Congress provides USDA with the authority to set the TFP,
and that authority has been in place for decades. The Food and Nutrition Act also links SNAP
benefit levels to the cost of the TFP. The TFP was introduced in 1975, and each of the
subsequent TFP updates over the next 45 years have been cost neutral as a matter of
Administrative policy. Previously, the timing and frequency of updates were done at the
Secretary’s discretion. In the 2018 Farm Bill, Congress directed USDA to re-evaluate the TFP on
a specific timeline—by 2022 and at 5-year intervals thereafter—based on four specific elements.
USDA conducted a careful, considered re-evaluation of the TFP based on these four factors,
consistent with the timeframes directed by Congress.

11. Deputy Under Secretary, your testimony states that you used “the same mathematical TFP
model used in all previous reevaluations, but with updates to the underlying data and an
evaluation of the underlying assumptions of the model.” Please explain in detail what the
assumptions were in the original model and what assumptions you made that contributed to this
21% increase.

A. Did statute direct you to make these new assumptions? If not, what scientific basis did
you have for making these assumptions?

b. Do you agree that underlying assumptions can dramatically change the outcome of any
scientific or mathematical process? Did you discuss these assumptions with any of my
colleagues or did you also assume that Congress had no role in your decision to spend
hundreds of billions of dollars?

USDA Response

As directed by the bipartisan 2018 Farm Bill, USDA re-evaluated the TFP based on four specific
factors: current food prices, food composition data, consumption patterns, and dietary guidance.
In conducting the re-evaluation, USDA utilized the same TFP model used in all previous updates
and only made updates to the model’s data sources and constraints consistent with the four
specified components. Where there was insufficient evidence to support changes to the existing
assumptions, USDA kept the model as it was in 2006 (when the TFP was last re-evaluated), and
those assumptions carried forward to the 2021 edition.

The 120-page Thrifty Food Plan, 2021 Report describes the changes made and the corresponding
rationale for each (beginning on page 32), and the accompanying online supplement contains all
additional data and information necessary to replicate the analyses and reproduce the model.

The most significant methodological change driving the increased cost of the TFP was updating
the source for food price data to the strongest available data—moving from food price data
reported by households to retailer-provided scanner data. Another driver was the incorporation of
updated dietary guidance from the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025 and the
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM). For example, the 2021
TFP includes more fish and red and orange vegetables, to reflect the latest dietary guidelines.

Additionally, USDA met the Farm Bill directive to reflect current “consumption patterns,” by
ensuring the model inputs reflected the forms of foods households typically purchase. For
example, the price of beans considers all forms of beans. Most households purchase canned
beans rather than dry beans, so the amounts and prices for beans in the model reflect that.
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12. Deputy Under Secretary Dean, in your response to questions, you stated that the SNAP
benefit is adequate to purchase and cover the cost of a healthy diet. What are your beliefs on the
fundamental purpose of SNAP? Should it be supplemental or cover the entire grocery budget for
participants?

USDA Response

The Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) is USDA’s estimate of a cost-conscious, healthy diet. Congress
designed SNAP to supplement the income households have available for food up to the cost of
the TFP, to support their ability to buy that diet. By design, SNAP benefits decrease as a
participant’s income rises.

13. Catherine Buhrig, a new SNAP director, is currently based at FNS’ office in Alexandria,
Virginia. Does Ms. Buhrig work under a telework agreement? What is the maximum number of
days per work Ms. Buhrig is permitted to telework under this agreement? (Please provide a copy
of this telework agreement.)

USDA Response

All FNS Senior Executive Service positions are designated as telework-eligible, including this
position, and must report to their assigned facility or duty station a minimum of two days per pay
period in accordance with OPM Governmentwide telework policies and USDA Telework and
Remote Work Program (Departmental Regulation DR 4080-811-002).

14. For each of the SES (career and political) please provide:

a. Duty Station of record where employees regularly perform their official duties (per
their SF-50)
USDA Response

Please see the table below for information requested in Question 14(a) relative to each SES
member at FNS.

Deputy Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and | Washington, DC
Consumer Services

Administrator Alexandria, VA
Assistant Administrator Alexandria, VA
Chief Financial Officer (CFO) Alexandria, VA
Assistant Chief Information Officer Alexandria, VA
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Deputy Administrator, Office of Policy Support
(OPS)

Alexandria, VA

Deputy Administrator, Child Nutrition Programs
(CNP)

Alexandria, VA

Deputy Administrator, Supplemental Nutrition
and Safety Programs (SNAS)

Alexandria, VA

Associate Administrator, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP)

Alexandria, VA

Deputy Administrator, Center for Nutrition
Policy and Promotion {(CNPP)

Alexandria, VA

Chief Operating Officer (COO)

Alexandria, VA

Deputy Administrator, Retailer Operations and
Compliance (ROC)

Alexandria, VA

Associate Administrator, Regional Operations
and Support (ROS)

Chicago, 1L

Regional Administrator, Mid-Atlantic Region
(MAROQ)

Robbinsville, NJ

Regional Administrator, Mountain Plains Region | Denver, CO
(MPRO)

Regional Administrator, Midwest Region Chicago, IL
(MWRO)

Regional Administrator, Northeast Region Boston, MA
(NERO)

Regional Administrator, Southeast Region Atlanta, GA
(SERO)

Regional Administrator, Southwest Region Dallas, TX

(SWRO)
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Regional Administrator, Western Region (WRO)

San Francisco, CA

b. Employee designation: telework, remote, or remote exception

USDA Response

In accordance with OPM regulations and USDA Telework and Remote Work Program (DR
4080-811-002) all Senior Executive Service employees are telework-eligible. Please see table

below.

 Title

‘ Eniplbyeé ‘Desigrj;‘\tiox“lf} o

Deputy Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and
Consumer Services

Telework-eligible

Administrator

Telework-eligible

Assistant Administrator

Telework-eligible

Chief Financial Officer

Telework-eligible

Assistant Chief Information Officer

Telework-eligible

Deputy Administrator, Office of Policy Support

Telework-eligible

Deputy Administrator, Child Nutrition Programs

Telework-eligible

Deputy Administrator, Supplemental Nutrition
and Safety Programs

Telework-eligible

Associate Administrator, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program

Telework-eligible

Deputy Administrator, Center for Nutrition
Policy and Promotion

Telework-eligible

Chief Operating Officer

Telework-eligible

Deputy Administrator, Retailer Operations and
Compliance

Telework-eligible
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Associate Administrator, Regional Operations Telework-eligible
and Support

Regional Administrator, Mid-Atlantic Region Telework-eligible
{(MARO)

Regional Administrator, Mountain Plains Region | Telework-eligible
(MPRO)

Regional Administrator, Midwest Region Telework-eligible
(MWRO)

Regional Administrator, Northeast Region Telework-eligible
(NERO)

Regional Administrator, Southeast Region Telework-eligible
(SERO)

Regional Administrator, Southwest Region Telework-eligible
(SWRO)

Regional Administrator, Western Region Telework-eligible
(WRO)

c. Iftelework, how many days per pay period does the SES report to the National Office
at Braddock Road or the Regional Office location; if remote or remote exception,
what is the requirement for days to report to either Braddock Road or the Regional
Office location?

USDA Response

In accordance with OPM regulations and USDA Telework and Remote Work Program (DR
4080-811-002) all Senior Executive Service employees are telework-eligible and are required to
report to the assigned facility or duty station a minimum of two days per pay period.

d. For those National office employees hired within the last year, whether they currently
reside in the Washington DC locality area, and if not, by what date they are required to
relocate.

USDA Response

In accordance with OPM regulations and USDA Telework and Remote Work Program (DR
4080-811-002) all Senior Executive Service employees are telework-eligible and are required to
report to the assigned facility or duty station a minimum of two days per pay period.
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15. Arkansas is home to a sizable community of migrants from the Republic of the Marshall
Islands, a strong U.S. ally. According to World Bank data, more than one third of the children of
the RMI suffer from such severe malnutrition that they “are at risk of cognitive and physical
limitations that can last a lifetime.” The comprehensive bilateral agreement that governs U.S.
assistance to the Marshall Islands — our Compact of Free Association — expires in September of
2023. I understand that negotiations on Compact renewal are progressing.

a. Deputy Under Secretary Dean, can you please tell the Committee how FNS is helping
USDA in addressing the severe malnutrition in the Marshall Islands in the Compact
renewal, given its expertise in nutrition science?

b. I see that the compact negotiations are being run out of the White House, under the
leadership of Ambassador Joseph Yun as Special Presidential Envoy for Compact
Negotiations. Is the USDA part of the negotiation process given the current problem with
malnutrition in the RMI?

USDA Response

USDA currently provides health and nutrition assistance to the Republic of the Marshall Islands
(RMI) pursuant to Public Law 108-188. In FY 2023, the RMI received USDA assistance of
$574,000 total for food and administrative funds - $519,827 for foods, and $54,173 for
administrative funds.

In addition, under the Federal Programs and Services Agreement, disaster relief in the form of
USDA Foods can be provided to the RMI for use in a Presidential Disaster Declaration and in
situations of distress. USDA understands that the United States provides grant and other
assistance under the Compact, as amended, and defers to the Departments of State, the Interior
and Health and Human Services for additional information.

USDA stands ready to engage with the Special Presidential Envoy for Compact Negotiations and
the negotiating team at an appropriate time in the negotiations process.

16. The Child and Adult Care Food Program has separate standards for whole grains than the
National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program. It is my understanding that
granola bars, for example, are permitted in the SBP to meet the grain requirement, but in
CACFP, they are considered a dessert. Please explain the evidence behind and reasoning for this
disparity.

USDA Response

Thank you for your question, which relates to the proposed school meal standards that seeks in
part to align certain meal pattern requirements in CACFP with the National School Lunch
Program and School Breakfast Programs. Because the proposed rule is currently open for public
comments, we encourage all interested parties to submit comments, which will inform the final
rule.

10
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17. The estimated FY2023 FNS budget totals nearly $150 billion. This is a significant amount of
money. Have you returned to normal operations with employees in the office? What is the
maximum allowable amount of telework for FNCS employees?

USDA Response

All FNS facilities are open with staff reporting in accordance with their approved telework
agreements. FNS employees who are designated as telework-eligible must report to a facility a
minimum of twice per pay period.

18. During the pandemic, the flexibilities left nutrition programs open to fraud and other
mischief. In Minnesota, there was significant program abuse in the summer food service
program. At what point was FNS aware of this problem, both at the national office and the
regional offices? Please explain the response of the regional office, which was significantly
delayed.

USDA Response

Ensuring the integrity of Federal funds granted to institutions administering and operating Child
Nutrition Programs is of the utmost importance to USDA. There are a number of processes and
tools in place at both the State and Federal levels to safeguard against fraud and minimize the
misuse of program funds.

The Minnesota Department of Education shared with FNS their suspicion that Feeding Our
Future and other sponsors were engaged in fraud and program abuse in their administration of
the Child and Adult Care Food Program {(CACFP) and the Summer Food Service Program
(SFSP). The Minnesota Department of Education removed the organization Feeding our Future
from CACFP and SFSP due to suspected fraudulent activity that occurred in 2020 and 2021.
Legal cases are pending as the U.S. Department of Justice and other Federal authorities continue
investigating the matter. FNS also held a listening session with the Minnesota Department of
Education in January 2023 regarding “lessons learned” and how to prevent fraud in these
programs. Due to the active litigation and ongoing investigation, our comments must be limited
to publicly available information and we are unable to discuss further.

The President's FY 2024 Budget also includes a proposal to further strengthen program integrity
in CACFP through data analysis and mining to identify potentially concerning meal claims
earlier in the oversight process.

19. SNAP authorized retailers who change ownership are sometimes lost in the shuffle and end
up having a lapse in SNAP service. How are you working to ensure retailers are able to continue
serving their communities during ownership transfers?

USDA Response

In order to prevent changes in retail ownership from affecting communities’ access to food,
USDA allows store owners to begin the SNAP retailer application process 30 days before they
take ownership of a store. FNS’ Office of Retailer Operations and Compliance (ROC) also
requests that incoming owners share the sale date of the store so ROC can take informed actions
to best help the incoming store owner. The President’s FY 2024 Budget also proposes state-of-

11
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the-art investments in SNAP retailer management systems that would help USDA support
retailers experiencing a change in store ownership to maintain SNAP authorization.

20. USDA has granted more than $20 million in funds to the Food Research and Action Center
(FRAC) over the last two years. FRAC also conducts a significant amount of lobbying efforts on
nutrition programs. Please explain the nature of your relationship with FRAC, as both a grantee
and in their lobbying work.

USDA Response

In Fiscal Year 2022, USDA awarded FRAC a $20 million competitive grant to undertake a
Community Innovation and Outreach Program (CIAO) which will test the effectiveness of
community outreach strategies in increasing WIC participation, especially among underserved
populations. $15 million of the $20 million awarded to FRAC is required to be used for
subgrants.

In Fiscal Year 2023, USDA awarded FRAC a $2 million competitive grant to conduct and
support research on expanding equitable access to the Federally funded child nutrition programs.

21. In Earle, Arkansas, we saw a retailer’s SNAP authorization wrongfully terminated. While we
were able to fix that issue, I worry that other retailers in rural areas will face similar treatment.
What is USDA doing to ensure that the check-ins are conducted correctly and not unfairly
punishing stores?

USDA Response

Particularly in rural America, SNAP plays an important role in ensuring low-income Americans
can access healthful food. Thank you for your leadership on this front.

USDA takes our role as a steward of taxpayer dollars seriously and works to balance this
responsibility with our responsibility to retailers who are following program requirements.

The due process safeguards built into retailer monitoring and enforcement allow retailers to
respond to and appeal sanctions they believe have been assessed in error. In the case of the
retailer in Earle, Arkansas, the process played out and the sanction decision was overturned
during the administrative review phase.

We have added staff and are continuously looking to improve our processes.

22. The 2014 Farm Bill directed USDA to update the stocking requirements for SNAP in both
variety and number of items. What is the status of the rule on variety for the SNAP stocking
requirements?

USDA Response

Since 2017, language prohibiting implementation of a final rule codifying the 2014 Farm Bill
change that requires stores to stock seven varieties of foods in each of the four staple food groups
in order to meet the most common retailer eligibility criteria, has been included in each annual
appropriations bill. As a result, USDA was required to fall back to the requirement that stores
stock only three varieties in each of the four staple food categories. USDA published a revised

12
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proposed rule in 2019 to address the challenges associated with stocking seven varieties in each
staple food category. A final rule has not yet been published.

23. USDA recently published its Proposed Rule on School Meal Standards. Persistent labor
shortages and supply chain issues have further limited the availability of highly specialized K-12
menu options and the capacity for our school nutrition professionals to meet current rules, much
less additional rules. Please explain how you will work with both food manufacturers and
schools to ensure that these standards are realistic in both nutrition standards and timeline.

USDA Response

USDA and the Biden-Harris Administration are deeply committed to strengthening nutrition in
school meals to give kids a healthy start, and we are equally committed to doing that in a way
that is workable and provides schools with the support they need to succeed. School meals are
the main source of nutrition for millions of children every school day, and so we know when we
move the needle on nutrition, even a little, the impacts can be profound.

School nutrition professionals have worked tirelessly throughout the pandemic and beyond to
ensure that children maintain access to healthy meals. And USDA has done—and will continue
to do—everything in our power to support them. USDA has provided schools and states with
billions of dollars in additional resources and significant flexibilities and will continue to support
them so they can serve the most nutritious meals possible.

USDA issued a “bridge rule” last year setting interim standards for sodium, whole grains, and
milk, which is currently in place for schools. If we had not acted, when pandemic meal-pattern
flexibilities ended, schools would have had to meet requirements for milk, whole grains, and
sodium that were more stringent than schools had to meet in recent years— and in the case of
sodium-—ever. The transitional standards set by USDA provide schools and industry with
certainty and a realistic path forward for the next two school years as they transition from
pandemic operations.

It also gave USDA the time and space to engage extensively with a broad range of
stakeholders. We held more than 50 listening sessions with a diverse range of stakeholders with
different perspectives—school nutrition professionals, as well as nutrition experts, parents,
industry partners, and from Congress.

Based on feedback from our school meal partners and the latest nutrition science, FNS is
proposing incremental updates to the school meal standards in a few key areas. We heard loud
and clear from schools that they are still facing tremendous challenges and need stability and
time to make any changes, and the proposed rule builds in plenty of time for planning and
implementation.

We encourage all interested stakeholders to submit formal comments to help us refine the final
rule, with the goal of updating meal standards in a way that moves the needle for children’s
health, is workable, and provides schools and industry with the stability that they need.
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Meal standards are just one piece of the effort to strengthen school meals, and it will take a
collective effort to support schools going forward. We are also investing in child nutrition
through the Healthy Meals Incentives, additional Farm to School funds, Team Nutrition Training
Grants and technical assistance, and School Equipment grants.

We are also working with industry to ensure schools can access great products they will need to
meet the final standards. In September 2022, USDA launched the $100 million Healthy Meals
Incentives Initiative to support schools in serving nutritious and appealing school meals. This
first part of this effort will support the development and sharing of best practices used by
schools.

The second part of the Healthy Meals Incentives Initiative—the School Food System
Transformation Grants—focus on strengthening the K-12 school food marketplace by supporting
innovative solutions to stimulate the availability of and access to nutritious school food products.
The grants will also expand manufacturing and purchasing capacity at the local and regional
level and increase equitable access to healthy food products in schools and communities.

Well-nourished children will be more successful in and out of the classroom and will have better
health outcomes. We will continue to listen to and work with all our school meal partners to
support the growth, health, and well-being of children.

24. It has come to my attention recently that a growing number of food banks and anti-hunger
organizations are partnering with private sector companies to deliver food to eligible CSFP and
TEFAP participants in their communities who cannot make it to their local food bank or pantry.
Is the agency aware of this trend and what are your thoughts on these delivery partnerships?

USDA Response

Emergency feeding organizations continually seek to innovate and improve their ability to serve
in-need populations, and USDA supports innovations that improve customer access. USDA
released guidance in 2020 reiterating that—for both CSFP and TEFAP—State agencies have the
discretion to allow private sector/for-profit companies to deliver USDA Foods when certain
regulatory and program requirements are met and the agencies explain the requirements to
ensure third-party delivery systems comply with program regulations.

Partnering with private companies for delivery can be a useful strategy for CSFP and TEFAP
program operators to increase program access or better serve participants. However, when States
do so, they must ensure program requirements are met. For example, operators must ensure that
the third-party entity will adhere to program rules—Ilike providing for safe storage and
transportation of food, maintaining thorough records, and safeguarding the privacy of program
participants. For-profit delivery services are not permitted to carry out eligibility determinations
and may not charge program participants for their services.

25. USDA and the Biden Administration have consistently advocated for increased competition
through executive orders. There are only two main companies who process EBT for SNAP and
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WIC. How is USDA working to decrease regulatory burden and engage more companies in EBT
processing for nutrition programs?

USDA Response

USDA shares the concerns about the lack of competition in EBT processing and the effect it
could have on system stability, cost, and lack of innovation. In 2020, a new vendor joined the
EBT processing industry and USDA provided extensive technical assistance to ensure a
successful launch.

In addition, USDA has hosted a series of EBT Modernization Roundtables, funded through the
American Rescue Plan Act. These roundtables provide an opportunity for advocates, States, EBT
industry stakeholders, and the retailer community to inform the conversation on long-term SNAP
payment opportunities. USDA is working to modernize EBT processing to adopt more secure
card payment technologies and align SNAP with the commercial sector, which may provide
opportunities for increased competition.

26. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGAs) call for increased consumption of milk and
dairy products by nearly 90% of Americans, and the guidelines repeatedly recommended dairy
foods as key for healthy dietary patterns. Ensuring Americans meet DGA recommendations was
a pivotal component of the White House Conference on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health. How will
reducing access to milk and dairy help WIC participants meet the Dietary Guidelines
recommendation to increase the amount of dairy these families consume? How do you expect the
changes in milk and dairy in the WIC food package to affect participation rates?

USDA Response

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) plays a
vital role in supporting the health of low-income pregnant and postpartum women, infants, and
children. As recommended by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine
(NASEM), to improve the nutritional quality of the WIC food packages, align with the Dietary
Guidelines, and provide a better balance of foods, USDA proposed a variety of changes to the
WIC food packages, including dairy foods like milk and yogurt. The proposed changes ensure
that participants can access an appropriate, supplemental quantity of nutritious foods that provide
key nutrients lacking in the diets of many pregnant and postpartum women, infants, and young
children.

Dairy plays a significant role in the WIC Food Packages. NASEM found that the current food
packages provide milk in amounts of up to 128% of the recommended daily amount of dairy.
The proposed rule adjusts these quantities so that the food packages instead provide up to 96% of
the recommended amount of dairy through milk (noting that other dairy foods, like yogurt may
also be provided), as recommended by NASEM and reflecting the supplemental nature of the
program. USDA anticipates that, taken in their entirety, the proposed changes would result in
WIC participants redeeming more of their dairy benefits at a higher rate.

In addition, after many years of declining participation, WIC participation is now rising across
all eligible categories — women, children and infants. As participation in WIC increases across
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these eligible groups, we would expect that dairy redemptions in these populations would
increase.

27. Congress passed updated summer meals programs at the end of 2022 in order to fill gaps in
rural and hard-to-reach areas. One way of addressing these gaps is through the Meals-to-You
demonstration project that USDA launched in 2019. Please describe the impact of the Meals-to-
You program and how this program reached children and families in rural areas. What will you
do to ensure that a meal delivery option like Meals-to-You is available to children and families in
the future? How do you plan to promote this program and other innovative initiatives that seek to
combat child food insecurity?

USDA Response

We applaud Congress—under this Committee’s leadership—for taking historic action last year
to address the summer hunger gap—by creating a new, permanent Summer EBT program for
low-income families, and by allowing states to provide “grab and go” or delivery meals to
children in certain rural areas during the summer.

Since summer 2010, USDA has partnered with States, Indian Tribal Organizations (ITOs), local
program operators, and an institution of higher learning to operate several types of summer
demonstration projects, including the Meals-to-You meal delivery demonstration. The Meals-to-
You project tested the concept of providing meals by mail to households with children eligible
for free or reduced-price school meals. In summer 2022, Meals-to-Y ou successfully served 7,800
children in four States.

The Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2023 (P.L. 117-328) permanently authorized a non-
congregate meal service option through the Summer Food Service Program {SFSP) or the
National School Lunch Program Seamless Summer Option (SSO). For summer 2023, States may
approve sponsors to provide non-congregate meal service in eligible rural areas. To best meet the
needs of a community, non-congregate meal service can include meal delivery services similar to
Meals-to-You, home delivery by staff or volunteers, or a variety of grab and go models.

USDA will continue to promote the range of options available to provide nutritious meals to
children in need year-round. Summer feeding programs rely on collaborative and innovative
efforts to reach children in need, and we will be working closely with program partners and a
wide range of stakeholders to support implementation of non-congregate meal service in rural
communities starting this summer, and we welcome your feedback along the way.

28. The Department of Defense’s recent data show 77% of youth aged 17-24 are ineligible to
serve in the military, with the leading disqualifier being obesity. This is a grave national security
concern. Aside from nutrition education, how do our federal nutrition programs address the
obesity epidemic in the U.S.? What health outcomes have resulted from the changes in child
nutrition program meal standards since 20107

USDA Response

Thank you for raising the issue of obesity and the importance of nutrition security—not just to
children’s health, but to our nation’s security. Children without consistent access to the nutrition
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they need are at a higher risk for diet-related chronic diseases including obesity. Child nutrition
programs serve nearly 30 million children on a typical day,® and for many of those children,
school breakfast and lunch make up about half of the food they eat in a given school day.*
Through the National School Lunch Program, National School Breakfast Program, and the and
the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) program, children receive nutritious meals
and snacks that are high in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, and lower in added sugar and
sodium.

We recently proposed updates to program nutrition standards in the school meals programs to
reflect the latest nutrition science and move the needle for children’s health. We know that
schools continue to face significant supply chain and labor challenges, and we have done and
will continue to do everything in our power to support them. But it is still vital—and our
statutory responsibility—to continue to make progress, and we are committed to doing so in a
way that is workable for schools and for industry.

A study published last year in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that school
meals are the healthiest meals kids receive on a given day.’ And as stated above, for many
children, school breakfast and lunch make up about half of what they eat every day. We also
know that students’ access to nutritious meals makes a difference for their success in the
classroom. So when we move the needle on nutrition in school meals, we can expect to see
meaningful impacts for millions of children. While any parent knows that it is not easy to change
eating habits and schools face hurdles to improving nutrition, the future payoffs of even
incremental changes are extraordinary.

You asked about the impact of meal standard changes stemming from the bipartisan Healthy,
Hunger-Free Kids Act. A 2019 USDA study found that school meals became significantly more
nutritious after the 2012 nutrition standards were implemented. They featured more vegetables,
whole grains, and dairy than before— and less refined grains and empty calories. Similarly, the
average Healthy Eating Index—or HEI—scores went up quite a bit after the 2012 meal standards
were implemented. For school lunch, the HEI score went up by 24 points—from 58 to 82 out of
100; the score for school breakfast went up by 21 points.

The changes in the meals translated to meaningful outcomes. Importantly, we saw that schools
that served healthier meals had school meal participation rates 10 percentage points higher than
schools that served less healthy meals. And research shows that kids who ate lunches from

3 See FNS Child Nutrition Tables, available at: https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/child-nutrition-tables. Accessed March
31, 2023.

41U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Policy Support, School Nutrition and Meal
Cost Study, Final Report Volume 4: Student Participation, Satisfaction, Plate Waste, and Dietary Intakes by Mary
Kay Fox, Elizabeth Gearan, Charlotte Cabili, Dallas Dotter, Katherine Niland, Liana Washburn, Nora Paxton,
Lauren Olsho, Lindsay LeClair, and Vinh Tran. Project Officer: John Endahl. Alexandria, VA: April 2019, p. 154
and p. 192.

5LiuJ, Micha R, Li Y, Mozaffarian D. Trends in Food Sources and Diet Quality Among US Children and Adults, 2003-

2018. JAMA Netw Open. 2021;4(4):€215262. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2021.5262

8 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Policy Support, School Nutrition and Meal Cost Study:
Summary of Findings by Mary Kay Fox and Elizabeth Gearan, Mathematica Policy Research in partnership with Abt Associates,
Inc. Project Officer: John Endahl. Alexandria, VA: 2019
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school were more likely to consume milk, fruits, and vegetables and less likely to consume
desserts, snack items, and non-milk beverages than kids who brought lunch from home.

The work we are doing in school meals is just one example. In WIC—one of our most effective
public health programs—in addition to updating the food packages to reflect the latest nutrition
science, we are working to expand the program’s reach to serve more eligible children and
families with resources Congress provided in the American Rescue Plan Act.

Evidence is clear that WIC participation is associated with fewer infant deaths, fewer premature
births, and increased birth weights—and reduced health care costs. It also leads to better health
and academic outcomes for children and is one of the most powerful public health interventions
available to reduce stark racial disparities in maternal and child health outcomes.

We also seek to expand access to healthy and nutritious foods through initiatives like the Gus
Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP), which provides incentives to SNAP
participants to purchase fruits and vegetables. USDA is also expanding healthy incentive
initiatives with a new Electronic Healthy Incentives Project (eHIP). eHIP will test the delivery of
incentives through States’ electronic benefit transfer (EBT) systems, which could reduce
administrative costs and increase efficiency, allowing more incentive dollars to reach SNAP
participants.

29. The SNAP online purchasing pilot provides a new shopping option for recipients in need of
food assistance. Some retailers operating in an Internet-only capacity, or those that do not have a
brick-and-mortar presence, are experiencing roadblocks with the FNS SNAP authorization
process and consequently are not able to offer this shopping option to recipients. How many
refailers designated as Internet-only are currently authorized for SNAP online purchasing? What
is FNS’s plan and timeline for allowing additional Internet-only retailers into the SNAP online
purchasing pilot?

USDA Response

Internet-only firms may offer new shopping options for SNAP recipients and, while no such
retailers have been authorized to accept online SNAP payment to date, USDA has been working
closely with the first such retailers.

This process is resource and time intensive because internet-only firms present novel and
complex authorization and program integrity issues, and because these retailers are generally
unfamiliar with program rules. In alignment with our program integrity responsibilities and our
commitment to providing SNAP participants with broad access to eligible food, we have been
moving ahead deliberately to ensure that these firms meet SNAP eligibility criteria, and that we
carefully consider and address heightened integrity concerns.

USDA stands ready to work with Congress to ensure we strike the right balance as we move
forward.

30. FNS does not provide the documents and other information that its program specialists and
section chiefs review and rely upon in deciding whether to charge SNAP retailers with
trafficking and other program violations to retailers and their attorneys during administrative
proceedings. All such information is provided during judicial review proceedings.
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a. Why does FNS not do so?

b. Would you consider doing so (subject to an NDA or other protective order)?

USDA Response

USDA provides investigative reports when on-site investigations are conducted, and the full set
of suspicious EBT transactions and store visit information, including photographs, when an
investigation is initiated based on a holistic look at the store’s transactions. Information that
would reveal the Agency’s investigative techniques, however, is not provided to SNAP retailers
or their attorneys. Releasing information of that nature would undermine enforcement and
program integrity efforts.

USDA is committed to providing SNAP retailers with the tools they need to understand and
follow program rules. Training materials and videos are readily available, and USDA regularly
shares important program reminders in multiple languages. Preventing violations from
happening in the first place is the best outcome for SNAP participants and retailers.

31. FNS’s Administrative Review Branch does not hold evidentiary hearings or permit discovery
during SNAP retailer proceedings.

a. Why not? Will it commence doing so like other USDA agencies (e.g. National
Appeals Division)?

b. Does FNS place the burden of proof on SNAP retailers charged with trafficking and
other program violations to rebut the allegations in the charge letter? If so, why?

c. How is that equitable given that retailers do not have the records that the agency relies
upon in making administrative determinations that resulting in the term or permanent
disqualification of SNAP retailers?

USDA Response

The USDA FNS Administrative Review process follows the provisions of the Food and
Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, and SNAP regulations which outline the administrative
review process.

Store owners suspected of committing Program violations receive a letter of charges outlining
the suspected violations. Store owners have due process rights, including but not limited to, the
ability to respond to the charges outlined in the letter. Any such response from the store owner is
considered before a determination is rendered.

Subsequently, if the store owner disagrees with the Agency’s determination, they may avail
themselves of the opportunity for administrative review. At this time, the retailer may submit
additional information for consideration, if they so desire. After administrative review, aggrieved
store owners may avail themselves of judicial level review, which consists of a trial de novo
meaning a court will decide questions of fact and law anew. In a trial de novo, retailers may
submit new evidence for the Court’s consideration.

32. Representatives of SNAP-authorized small groceries and convenience stores, including
Young’s Grocery in Earle, Arkansas, have asked senior USDA and FNS officials what they can
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do to avoid trafficking charges when they observe SNAP beneficiaries redeeming substantial
amounts of SNAP benefits (e.g. more than $35-40) at one time or using their EBT cards multiple
times the same day or within 48 hours.

a. What has been the FNS response?
b. What can those retailers to do avoid receiving trafficking charges in those instances?

USDA Response

SNAP retailers are partners in ensuring that SNAP participants utilize benefits to purchase
eligible food. SNAP retailers are responsible for ensuring that all employees are properly trained
to follow SNAP rules. USDA provides extensive training materials and information to assist
retailers in establishing good business practices. Inventory, sales, and other standard business
records can verify the legitimacy of any SNAP transactions that occur in a particular store. We
also encourage retailers to report suspected trafficking.

33. What data, analysis, and other support does FNS have for the reliability of the patterns of
SNAP transactions flagged by FNS’s ALERT systems?

a. How does FNS know that these transactions are evidence of trafficking in SNAP
benefits?

b. What percentage of transactions flagged by the ALERT system as suspicious are
investigated by FNS program specialists and section chiefs prior to charging SNAP
retailers with trafficking?

¢. What percentage of SNAP retailers charged with trafficking based on patterns of
suspicious transactions (e.g. flagged by ALERT) are permanently disqualified from
SNAP?

USDA Response

The Anti-Fraud Locator using Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) Retailer Transactions
(ALERT) system is a fraud detection system designed to monitor and track electronically
conducted retail transactions by SNAP recipients in authorized meal program and retailer
locations. ALERT facilitates management of the program by providing transaction-level
information to Federal personnel responsible for SNAP retailer management and compliance.
ALERT identifies retailers for further investigation, but the actual cases are investigated by
retailer compliance staff. The case is not made or decided by ALERT—ALERT is merely an
analysis tool to help compliance staff evaluate data.

SNAP retailers are critical partners in operating the program and ensuring program integrity, and
most are compliant with program rules. In fiscal year 2022, only 3% of authorized SNAP
retailers were the subject of initiated compliance investigations and less than 1% were the subject
of a permanent disqualification for trafficking. In fiscal year 2021, USDA identified, through
ALERT and other means, 27,862 firms as potential compliance violators and conducted 11,273
investigations of authorized retail firms to determine compliance with program requirements. In
FY2021, 1,595 retailers were permanently disqualified from SNAP.
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34. How many trafficking civil money penalties did FNS issue since October 1, 2018? Why so
few?

USDA Response

A trafficking civil money penalty (TCMP) may be assessed instead of permanent disqualification
if: (a) a firm requests consideration of a TCMP within 10 days of receipt of a letter charging
them with trafficking, and (b) a firm submits documentation proving that an effective compliance
program was established prior to when the violations occurred.

Since October 1, 2018, 16 trafficking civil money penalties have been assessed. The Food and
Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, limits the conditions under which a TCMP may be assessed.
Specifically, section 12(b)(3)(B) of the Act requires that, in order to assess a civil money penalty
in lieu of disqualification, the Secretary needs substantial evidence that the relevant store “had an
effective policy and program in effect to prevent violations,” including evidence that neither the
ownership nor the management of the firm were aware of, approved of, or benefitted from the
trafficking.

35. Why does FNS require retailers to respond in 10 days and not provide extensions of time?

USDA Response

Section 14(a)(3) of the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, requires stores that disagree
with USDA action to respond within ten days of the date they were notified of an adverse action.
In some circumstances, extensions can be provided to allow stores to provide additional
information.

36. Why does FNS not review SNAP training materials prepared by retailers interested in
ensuring their eligibility for a trafficking CMP?

a. Do FNS officials visit stores, talk with owners and employees, or talk with SNAP
beneficiaries prior to or after SNAP retailers are charged with trafficking and other
program violations? If not, why not?

b. Does FNS provide warnings to SNAP retailers after an undercover investigation
reveals that a store sold SNAP-ineligible items? If not, why does FNS not provide the
retailer with the opportunity to take corrective action and re-train employees (as state
WIC agencies do when most WIC violations are discovered)?

USDA Response

When a store owner applies for SNAP authorization, they sign and certify understanding of their
responsibility to train all employees about SNAP rules. USDA provides SNAP store owners with
detailed training materials and periodically sends reminder notices to all SNAP authorized stores.

Store owners with questions may reach out to FNS through the SNAP Retailer Service Center, or
by email to FNS. When a store that is charged with trafficking timely requests a TCMP and
submits the required documentation of training and store compliance policies, that information is
reviewed to determine whether a TCMP is warranted in lieu of permanent disqualification.
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Store visits are an integral part of the SNAP authorization, reauthorization, and compliance
process. These visits are conducted to assess store eligibility and inform FNS as to the store’s
business operations. Store visits are conducted in alignment with requirements in the Food and
Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended.

Finally, minor violations uncovered during an investigation do result in warning letters which
remind retailers of their training responsibilities and point to available training materials. In
fiscal year 2021, 784 stores received warnings regarding violations requiring the attention of
store owners.

Document Requests
Please provide:

1. Any copy of a document or form indicating that each USDA agency or office approved the
TFP.

2. A copy of documentation indicating the approval of the TFP by non-USDA agencies.

3. A copy of the current telework agreement for Catherine Buhrig, the new FNS SNAP Director,
based in Alexandria, VA.

4. Any decision memoranda prepared by FNS or the USDA, Office of the Secretary, relating to
the TFP.

5. Documentation or email messages showing the highest amount or figure that USDA
considered increasing SNAP benefits as a part of its reevaluation of the TFP.

6. A copy of briefing materials or PowerPoint presentations prepared by FNS or the USDA,
Office of the Secretary, relating to the TFP.

7. A copy of the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request and responsive records for the
following FOIA requests sent to USDA: 2021-FNS-05455-F.

USDA Response

See enclosed documents.

Senator Michael F. Bennet

1. Today, virtually every American has a smart phone, and more and more Coloradans are using
it daily to buy goods and services. But in the year 2023 they still can’t use SNAP on their phone.
According to Nourish Colorado, an organization that connects farmers and ranchers with
communities in need of healthy food, this doesn’t just hurt families, but our farmers markets and
local grocery stores who increasingly accept mobile payments.

a. How can we modernize SNAP to be used on our cell phones, making it more
accessible for families and food vendors?

USDA Response

Households may now apply for SNAP benefits using a mobile application in many States.
Bringing modern payment options to SNAP participants, enhancing program integrity, and
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supporting American farmers and businesses that expand food access for SNAP participants are
USDA priorities, and we appreciate the bipartisan Congressional support for these efforts.
Mobile payments are widely considered a safe, secure, and convenient way to pay for groceries.
Bringing modern payment options to SNAP participants also has potential to improve customer
service and prevent fraud.

As directed by the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA recently announced the selection of five States—
Hllinots, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Missouri, and Oklahoma—to operate mobile payment pilots.

These pilots will help USDA test mobile payment technology in SNAP - allowing people to
input their EBT card information onto a mobile device and purchase food with SNAP benefits
using their cell phone, tablet, or smart watch, instead of using a physical EBT card. We are
working with State agencies as well as EBT processors, mobile wallet providers, retailers, and
others to support a successful rollout in the pilot States. The selected pilot States will also work
with USDA and other stakeholders to develop mobile-friendly software that streamlines SNAP
transactions at the point of sale. Once up and running, the States will train and educate SNAP
recipients on how to use the new tools. Through the pilots, we will also gain insight into whether
mobile payment allows faster delivery of SNAP benefits than card delivery by mail, and the
impact of utilizing mobile payments on fraud, such as EBT card skimming or card cloning.

2. What are the effects of the end of the public health emergency on individuals — college
students in particular since as many as one-third of college students will face food insecurity at
some point in their college careers — and what is USDA doing to make sure those who are still
eligible for nutrition assistance continue to receive SNAP benefits and do not fall through the
cracks?

a. In what ways can USDA ensure that college students have greater access to SNAP and
face fewer barriers (such as work requirements)?

USDA Response

USDA is committed to ensuring that all Americans, including eligible college students, get the
help they need to access healthful, affordable food. College students enrolled at least half-time
are only eligible for SNAP benefits under certain exemptions, such as working at least 20 hours a
week in paid employment. USDA is providing guidance to State agencies to clarify who
qualifies under the existing student exemptions and how to screen for those exemptions. USDA
has also provided guidance and resources, such as a sample notice, to State agencies to prepare
for the end of the temporary student exemptions after the Federal public health emergency (PHE)
is lifted. As part of the annual SNAP outreach memo, USDA has included student outreach as a
priority area and shared strategies that State agencies can use to identify potential SNAP-eligible
students. We are working with the Department of Education (ED) to conduct outreach to
students and institutions of higher education to notify them about the end of the temporary
student exemptions and look forward to continuing work with ED to identify ways to improve
access to SNAP for eligible students through targeted outreach.

It is important to keep in mind that existing SNAP student rules are based on the traditional idea
that college students are temporarily low-income but have family resources to support their basic
needs. However, that is not the case for many students today. According to data from the
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National Center for Education Statistics, three-fourths of college students now have at least one
“non-traditional” characteristic, such as being financially independent from their parents or
having dependent children.

USDA welcomes the chance to work with Congress to explore potential changes to student
policy in the upcoming Farm Bill.

3. The State of Colorado has now invested upwards of $1 million in building the necessary
technology to be able to place the state’s produce incentive Double Up SNAP incentive directly
on to the SNAP EBT card, reducing stigma, easing administrative burden, and making the
program much easier for food vendors and retailers to offer. As Colorado builds the
infrastructure, there is a significant increase in interest and demand for the incentive program.
Nourish Colorado’s SNAP shopper listening sessions showed that bringing Double Up to more
locations was a top priority for the state.

In 2023, Nourish Colorado’s existing budget for the program only covers 45% of the requested
incentives from current partners, not including projected new partners. EBT integration, along
with additional investment in GusNIP, will make it easier for more Colorado retailers to
participate in SNAP incentives, particularly in small and rural retail settings where technical
assistance is more limited and there is a significant need for technology upgrades. EBT
integration can therefore increase program reach to more SNAP participants across the state.

a. How will USDA support Colorado’s EBT integration of GusNIP and how can
Congress use the 2023 Farm Bill to continue this work?

USDA Response

USDA supports improved access to fruits and vegetables through expanded SNAP healthy
incentive initiatives. SNAP is expanding healthy incentive initiatives with a new $25 million
Electronic Healthy Incentives Project, or eHIP, to test the delivery of incentives through States’
existing EBT infrastructure. As you suggested, EBT integration could reduce administrative
costs, streamline participation, and increase efficiency. This year, USDA will select up to three
States to receive funding and support to run eHIP for SNAP participants in their State.

Incentive programs encourage SNAP recipients to purchase healthful foods by providing bonus
food items or extra funds when they buy specific foods, such as fruits and vegetables. These
projects improve food and nutrition security by making it easier for SNAP households to access
the healthful foods we all need for optimal health and wellbeing.

FNS looks forward to working with Congress to strengthen SNAP incentive programs as part of
the 2023 Farm Bill process.

4. According to the Colorado Department of Human Services, thieves use skimming devices to
clone EBT cards. Unlike credit or debit cards, there are no consumer protections for EBT cards.
In 2022, Skimmers attacked the accounts of 243 Colorado families, resulting in more than
$215,000 in stolen SNAP funds. The Consolidated Appropriations Act provided temporary relief
to Colorado households that fall victim to skimming theft. Hunger Free Colorado and the
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families they work with across the state depend on the temporary consumer protections that will
end in 2024 to feel safe and secure.

A. What can USDA do to ensure that a permanent solution is in place to prevent
skimming theft, and ensure that households that lose their SNAP benefits through no fault
of their own can have their benefits replaced in the future?

USDA Response

USDA is fully committed to combating card skimming, card cloning, and other fraudulent
methods, which can be devastating for victims who rely on their benefits to feed their families.
The 2023 Omnibus spending bill signed into law in December allows States to replace stolen
SNAP benefits using Federal funds under certain circumstances through September 2024. USDA
is working quickly to implement this new law and is committed to supporting States throughout
this process.

USDA is working with our State and Federal partners, as well as retailers, EBT processors, law
enforcement, and other industry experts to protect SNAP benefits. This includes exploring more
secure payment technologies to protect SNAP recipients from becoming victims of theft. NS
has already issued guidance to States on how to reimburse victims, verify theft claims, and
collect data to better understand this emerging issue. USDA has started approving State plans, so
that States can begin reimbursing families whose much-needed benefits have been stolen.

Over the next year, USDA will also work on new regulations to prevent SNAP benefit theft from
occurring in the first place, by making EBT cards more secure. The Department is also exploring
long-term technological solutions, such as chip card technology and mobile payment pilot
projects, that will provide enhanced benefit security.

USDA stands ready to work with Congress as you consider how to address this issue.

5. According to the USDA ERS, the Consumer Price Index for food eaten at home increased
11.8% from December 2021, compared to December 2022. For 2023, food prices are expected to
grow more slowly, but still increase above historical average rates.

a. With food prices high right now, and forecasted to continue growing by about 8% for
food-at-home, what would the impact of reducing SNAP benefits mean to SNAP
participants, SNAP retailers, and local economies, with a particular focus on children
because about half of those who participate in SNAP are children?

USDA Response

We know that food inflation has taken a bite out of families’ budgets, and we are grateful that
Congress designed most of USDA FNS’ programs to protect the purchasing power of
participants. In SNAP, families’ benefits adjust annually for the cost of food.

When Congress considers potential changes to SNAP, it is important to keep in mind who this
program serves. SNAP is a lifeline for tens of millions of Americans in every part of the country
and it serves a diverse range of people. About 70 percent of SNAP participants are children,
older adults, or adults with disabilities. By enabling families to afford healthful food for their
children, this program helps parents ensure their children grow and thrive. SNAP participation
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by young children has been linked to better long-term health, education, and employment
outcomes.

Not only does SNAP help families put food on the table, the program also acts as an economic
stabilizer by injecting demand into the economy. SNAP benefits are used at grocery stores,
benefiting those stores’” employees as well as the truck drivers and distribution centers who
deliver the food, the manufacturing plants who process it, and the hard-working farmers who
produce it.

6. A USDA FNS study found that only about 2% of SNAP participants purchase most of their
groceries at stores, including small grocery stores in rural or underserved areas across Colorado.
Smaller, independent grocers can often find the onboarding process to become a SNAP retailer
overwhelming and difficult.

a. What would a technical assistance center for small grocers look like, and how could
that impact local communities that serve SNAP participants?

USDA Response

USDA operates the SNAP Retailer Service Center (RSC), a resource that provides subject matter
expert assistance for store owners who are submitting a SNAP retailer application or are already
authorized. The experts working at the RSC support multiple languages and have access to the
store’s SNAP retailer application and any requests that FNS has made of the store owner, to
make the process easier.

Additionally, USDA is working diligently to bring smaller, independent grocery stores on board
the SNAP Online Purchasing Pilot. As of January 2023, approximately 49 percent of the retail
banners that have launched SNAP online purchasing are single stores or small chain stores. We
are prioritizing smaller retailers and farmers as we continue to develop our plan for how to best
deploy the resources Congress provides to support online SNAP shopping. In December 2022,
USDA awarded funds to the National Grocers Association Foundation to stand up the SNAP
EBT Modernization Technical Assistance Center. The Center will provide guidance and
technical expertise to retailers as they move through the implementation process.

7. Unfortunately, misinformation, limited access to technology and transportation, and other
barriers to access mean that not all eligible persons who would benefit from SNAP apply. SNAP
Outreach programs allow trusted community organizations to increase access to SNAP by
combatting stigma and providing information and application assistance. Currently the federal
match for SNAP Outreach programs is 50%, which organizations like Hunger Free Colorado
report is a barrier to reaching all eligible persons in their state.

A. How can SNAP Outreach be strengthened to ensure that all eligible persons can access
the program?

USDA Response
USDA estimates that 82 percent of eligible people received SNAP benefits in FY 2019.
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However, variation in SNAP participation persists across States. USDA is committed to ensuring
that eligible households are aware of and able to access SNAP.

In FY 2022, USDA released the first annual outreach priorities memo to State agencies,
encouraging States to consider pursuing outreach efforts focused on especially vulnerable
populations, such as college students, veterans, and older adults. The FY 2022 memo provides
recommended strategies that State agencies can employ to reach these priority populations.

Federal reimbursement for SNAP outreach activities is limited to 50 percent by statute. USDA
looks forward to working with Congress to identify additional ways to strengthen SNAP
outreach.

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand

1. The 2018 Farm Bill strengthened SNAP Employment & Training, or “E&T” programs by
allowing participation of paid job training programs, like for apprenticeships, that can best reach
individuals with little prior work experience and high barriers to securing a job.

a. Will you discuss USDA’s implementation of SNAP E&T program improvements?

b. What have you done to ensure states and E&T providers understand these important
new tools to help people find paid training and careers that lead to self-sufficiency?

¢. How can USDA make it easier for more states and E&T providers to take part in this
new expanded authority?

USDA Response

SNAP is an important work support, and the program is designed to provide incentives for
participants to seek employment. Through SNAP Employment and Training (E&T) programs,
States can provide training and support services to those who need assistance in entering the
workforce. In the 2018 Farm Bill, Congress took important steps to improve the quality of SNAP
E&T programs, emphasizing the use of evidence-based practices like case management and
work-based learning. The 2018 Farm Bill also underscored the importance of matching
participants with the right services and partnering with State workforce systems to align
programs with the needs of participants and employers.

In March 2021, USDA published a final rule implementing these changes. The rule expands
upon the themes in the 2018 Farm Bill. FNS hosted a webinar for States in April 2021, released
two sets of Q&A’s, published additional guidance on the implementation of subsidized work-
based learning (a new SNAP E&T component added by the 2018 Farm Bill), and released
guidance on screening and referral to E&T to ensure participants receive appropriate services.

States want to build stronger E&T programs that truly help SNAP participants get a job, keep
their job, or get a better job, and USDA is working to provide the support and resources to help
them do that. For example, in December 2022 we hosted a SNAP E&T National Forum with 350
attendees from 51 States and territories. The National Forum brought together E&T stakeholders
from across the country to learn from one another and share best practices. This type of peer
learning complements the in-depth technical assistance USDA provides to States through our
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SNAP to Skills project and our work with 142 E&T providers in 31 States through our SNAP
E&T National Partnership grants.

We have come a long way in SNAP E&T, and we are committed to continuing to strengthen the
program with our continued work across the country. By learning what works, we are integrating
promising and evidence-based practices that will better the program for all participants. We
welcome Congress’ continued partnership along the way as we seek to strengthen and improve
these opportunities.

2. A major issue | have heard from E&T providers — including from my state of New York — is
that participants are getting kicked off SNAP because the wages they get from the expanded
E&T training programs count towards their income. Since you must be on SNAP to participate in
E&T, they’re also getting kicked off SNAP E&T because of the very wages they eamn from E&T.
I am working on legislation to disregard wages received in a SNAP E&T job training program so
participants can continue to both receive SNAP support and take part in these high-quality
training programs without interruption.

a. Will you commit te working with me and the committee to make sure SNAP E&T
participants can finish their transitional jobs and paid training before they are deemed
ineligible through no fault of their own?

USDA Response

The Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, requires that States consider income from
most job training programs, including SNAP Employment and Training (E&T), as they do
income earned from other sources. This means that income earned from most job training
activities may change household benefit levels, and potentially make a household ineligible for
SNAP, and consequently SNAP E&T. USDA does not have the authority to waive this
requirement for States. USDA has provided guidance encouraging States to work with SNAP
E&T participants to determine how many hours they can participate in a paid job training
activity before their household income exceeds their household eligibility, and to ensure that they
understand how their SNAP eligibility and/or benefit levels may be impacted by the activities.

While USDA cannot waive the requirement to consider income earned through most job training
programs, including SNAP E&T, it is worth noting that earnings of individuals participating in
most programs under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) are excluded from
income. USDA welcomes the opportunity to work with you as you consider ways to strengthen
and improve these programs.

3. As you know, the Healthy Food Financing Initiative is a model solution for access to fresh and
healthy food outlets. HFFI was authorized as part of the farm bill to build on existing efforts and
allow for communities across the country to improve healthy food access, foster local
economies, and enhance public health- in urban, rural and small towns. While the Rural
Business-Cooperative Service has a number of financing programs, HFFI in particular has been
proven to create jobs, revitalize communities, generate tax revenue, improve access to healthy
food, and establish new opportunities to support the growth and expansion of rural food
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economies in the region. HFFI has had three rounds of small grants and each time it is extremely
overprescribe.

a. How are you coordinating with other programs to leverage this great program model?
How is USDA communicating out to the field that this new program exists?

USDA Response

The Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HEFI) has a strong track record of success in both rural
and urban communities nationwide. The Rural Business Cooperative Service at USDA Rural
Development (RD) is thrilled that, in 2022, the HFFI program received $155 million in
American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding to greatly expand HFFI, as a part of the Food
Systems Transformation (FST) effort at USDA. $20 million of this funding has already been
awarded and announced in 2022. The HFFI works together with other FST programs, and
existing USDA programs, to create a more resilient, fair, and just food supply chain that provides
more market opportunities for farm producers and more healthy, affordable food options for
consumers. For instance, HFFI can work alongside the Food Supply Chain Guaranteed Loans to
finance enterprises along the supply chain bringing America’s farm foods to healthy retailers, for
the benefit of consumers nationwide. Or, just as HFFI provides financing to retailers of healthy
foods, RD’s Meat and Poultry Intermediary Lending Program provides capital to processors who
support independent producers to bring products to consumers through retail establishments.
And, legacy programs such as the Business & Industry Guaranteed Loan program and REAP
(Rural Energy for America Program), while not food- or food retail specific, can and have
provided both grant and loan capital to retailers looking to grow or adopt sustainable and energy
efficient technologies, and expand fresh food offerings.

Please see the FST website for more information: https://www.usda.gov/build-back-better.

HFFI is administered by Reinvestment Fund (RF), a Community Development Financial
Institution, on behalf of USDA RD. As the National Fund Manager, they are responsible for
developing and implementing the expanded HFFI program in FY 2023 and USDA expects
launch of the expanded HFFI in the first half of calendar year 2023. USDA RD will continue
coordinating with RF to communicate new availability of funds, award announcements, and
more.

4. We have seen a small increase in kosher commodity availability since 2020, but this increase
is inadequate for emergency food providers to meet USDA’s “MyPlate” standards. During this
period, only one halal product was added to The Emergency Food Assistance Program
commodities list.

a. What is the Food and Nutrition Service doing to expand the availability of kosher,
halal, and other culturally sensitive food products in The Emergency Food Assistance
Program and other emergency food programs? How can Congress support those efforts in
the 2023 Farm Bill?

USDA Response

USDA is committed to offering a variety of nutritious, domestically-produced food options—
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including kosher and halal foods—through The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP)
to meet the needs of diverse communities in the United States. We continue to explore strategies
for increasing the availability of foods that will meet the needs of communities seeking kosher
and halal products in TEFAP.

Currently, several USDA Foods require commercial kosher or halal certification, and many more
are acceptable to some kosher or halal observant communities without certification. FNS is
currently working with Jewish and Muslim advocacy organizations to identify and promote these
items that do not require a commercial certification. To expand awareness of existing offerings,
USDA published new online resources for State agencies, food banks, and advocacy
organizations late last year. The TEFAP Fresh Produce Box, introduced in FY 2021, provides
additional fresh produce options to meet the needs of diverse communities, including those
observing kosher and halal practices.

Over the past year, USDA has met with a range of stakeholders and released a survey to collect
feedback from TEFAP State agencies and eligible recipient agencies such as food banks to
understand the needs of kosher and halal observant communities, identify opportunities to
incorporate kosher and halal food items in TEFAP, inform adjustments to priority foods and
desired certifications as needed, and provide technical assistance to State agencies and food
banks. USDA will use the information collected to inform decisions on how best to support the
diverse communities served through TEFAP.

Each year FNS and AMS work collaboratively to develop a list of priority items for the agencies
to jointly commit to addressing within the coming year. For calendar year 2023, several of these
priorities directly relate to the procurement of kosher and halal foods for TEFAP and other
emergency food programs, including assessing appropriate kosher and halal certifications,
conducting market research to determine the feasibility of procuring additional kosher or halal
certified items, and assessing whether kosher certification can be added as a requirement for
frozen fruits and vegetables.

Taken together, these actions will support the Department’s goal of ensuring State agencies and
food banks have a variety of offerings available to observant communities to help meet the
increasing demand for kosher and halal certified foods. USDA also appreciates Congressional
interest in this topic and is available to work with Congress on any other advancements they wish
to see.

5. In New York, the GusNIP program, otherwise known locally as Double Up Bucks NY
Program, matches SNAP dollars $1 for $1 on purchases of ocal fresh fruits and vegetables
helping families get access to healthy food. More than 100,000 New York SNAP participants are
able to access the Double Up Bucks Program in over 220 locations. This program is having a
significant impact on the local food economy contributing to $8.3 million in local produce sales
from over 400 local farmers. As GusNIP continues to grow, how can the Farm Bill and USDA
ensure local farmers continue to benefit from the program?

USDA Response

USDA supports incentive programs as an effective way to promote healthy eating and improve
nutrition security for more Americans. We are working to expand these incentives, including
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GusNIP, and learn from current incentive programs to inform future expansions. Our continued
investment in incentives delivers on the White House commitment to improving access to
healthy and affordable food.

USDA encourages SNAP retailers to participate in one or more of the SNAP-based incentive
initiatives, which include:

e The Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program (GusNIP), focused on increasing fruit
and vegetable consumption;

o The Healthy Fluid Milk Incentive (HFMI), which aims to increase consumption of low-
fat milk; and

» State, nonprofit, and retailer-initiated SNAP incentives that promote foods aligned with
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.

Recognizing the powerful opportunity to leverage incentives to support health, the Biden-Harris
Administration—as part of the Food Systems Transformation effort— invested nearly $85
million in incentives for SNAP participants to purchase healthy fruits and vegetables.

That includes $25 million for the Electronic Healthy Incentive Projects—or eHIP. Through these
projects, States will test SNAP incentive delivery through State electronic benefit transfer (EBT)
systems, with the goal of reducing administrative costs and allowing incentive dollars to reach
more SNAP participants.

Additionally, USDA provides targeted support to farmers interested in redeeming SNAP
benefits. USDA provides access to a mobile payment application and card reader that farmers
can use to accept SNAP benefits at all direct marketing outlets and is developing an online
SNAP payments platform specifically for farmers.

We stand ready to work with Congress on expanding these effective models to promote healthy
eating, support local farmers, and bolster SNAP participants’ purchasing power.

6. According to the Emergency Food Assistance Act of 1983, as amended by the Agricultural
Act of 2014, 7 U.S.C. § 7502(h), Kosher and Halal food,

“As soon as practicable after February 7, 2014, the Secretary shall finalize and
implement a plan—

(a) to increase the purchase of Kosher and Halal food from

food manufacturers with a Kosher or Halal certification to

carry out the program established under this chapter if the Kosher
and Halal food purchased is cost neutral as compared to food

that is not from food manufacturers with a Kosher or Halal

certification; and

31



95

(2) to modify the labeling of the commodities list used to carry out the program in
a manner that enables Kosher and Halal distribution entities to identify which
commodities to obtain from local food banks.”

This amendment was first introduced by my office and former Representative Crowley during
the 2013 Farm Bill negotiations and was signed into law by President Obama on February 7,
2014, It is now February 16™ of 2023, over nine years since this bill became law, and we are
unaware of any such plan. Can you explain the delay in creating or implementing this plan and
how the 2023 Farm Bill can help to address these issues?

USDA Response

Since the enactment of the Agricultural Act of 2014, USDA has made significant strides to
increase the purchase of kosher and halal certified USDA Foods and modify the labeling
requirements to ensure food banks and distributing agencies can identify the foods needed to
serve their communities. Since 2014, USDA has added kosher certified canned salmon, canned
tuna, peanut butter, canned tomato sauce, canned applesauce, canned pears, canned green beans,
canned corn, and canned garbanzo beans to the TEFAP Foods Available List. The canned tomato
sauce is also halal certified. All kosher and halal-certified foods are indicated on the Foods
Available Lists (FAL). This change was first implemented on the FY 2015 FAL and continues to
be the practice. USDA FNS worked collaboratively with AMS to identify a list of acceptable
kosher and halal certifications for USDA Foods, and these are publicly available for vendors to
review in the specifications housed on AMS’ website. There are products on the FAL that are
likely already kosher certified, such as canned fruits and vegetables, that are not currently
required to have kosher certification in USDA’s procurement specifications. Requiring these
items to have a certification offers a cost-neutral opportunity to expand the kosher foods
available through TEFAP.

In FY 2022, USDA provided a report to Congress on the agency’s activities to support kosher
and halal observant communities through procurement and resource development. USDA will
provide an updated report to Congress in FY 2023 and welcomes the opportunity to provide
technical assistance to Congress as it considers the 2023 Farm Bili.

Senator Cory Booker
1. SNAP-Ed is currently the largest program we have to improve SNAP diet quality, and is one
of the primary tools that we have to improve the nutrition security of low-income Americans.
However, the program does not reach nearly enough people.

a. How might SNAP-Ed be redesigned so that it can start to reach a lot more of the 90
million low-income Americans who we need to reach?

USDA Response

In FY 2022, States reported reaching an estimated 77 million individuals through SNAP-Ed
projects across 313,617 sites with 27,496 partners. The estimated number of individuals reached
reflect SNAP-Ed projects that include interventions, such as direct education, as well as
organizational and community-level interventions and social marketing campaigns.

Every State currently has SNAP-Ed interventions underway that focus on making the healthy
choice the easy choice through policy, system, and environmental (PSE) change. PSE
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interventions support healthy diet and physical activity and have the potential to reach
significantly more SNAP eligible people than traditional direct education. Fifty-one percent of
all SNAP-Ed interventions included PSE activities; however, estimating an unduplicated number
of individuals reached through these interventions is challenging.

Efforts to modernize and improve data collection and reporting are underway. The new
electronic National Program Evaluation and Administration Reporting System, or N-PEARS,
will replace the existing system this year. The new electronic system will increase the feasibility
of measuring SNAP-Ed’s reach and public health impact and will facilitate planning and
reporting of State SNAP-Ed efforts to better share outcomes and metrics with program
stakeholders.

Additionally, in FY 2022, USDA FNS added a new Nutrition Education Branch dedicated to the
SNAP-Ed program, strengthening FNS’s capacity to provide specialized training and technical
support to States and SNAP-Ed implementing agencies. In the near term, the new Branch is
prioritizing implementation of N-PEARS and increased use of PSE interventions across the
country, including improved reporting of program reach. USDA anticipates these efforts will
improve SNAP-Ed’s ability to better reflect broad impact on food and nutrition security and
move the program in a direction that expands reach and inspires innovation through public health
approaches.

Senator Ben Ray Lujdn

1. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program is one of the most effective tools the federal
government has at its disposal to combat widespread hunger and food insecurity. In the state of
New Mexico, 40 percent of all SNAP recipients are children. Kids have no control over how
much money their parents make, nor can they contribute economically to their household. But I
think we can all agree that in one of the wealthiest countries in the world, no child should go to
bed hungry because of political decisions made in Washington, DC.

a. Will the recent updates to the Thrifty Food Plan help combat child poverty?

b. Can an association be made between SNAP enrollment and improved health
outcomes?

USDA Response

As directed by Congress in the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA re-evaluated the Thrifty Food Plan
(TFP)—which is used to set SNAP benefit amounts—to reflect the true price of a cost-conscious,
healthy diet today based on current food prices, food composition data, consumption patterns,
and dietary guidance. The Urban Institute found that the increase to SNAP benefits resulting
from the TFP re-evaluation lifted 2.3 million people out of poverty and reduced child poverty by
8.6 percent.

A modernized TFP is more than a commitment to good nutrition—it is an investment in our
nation’s health, economy, and security. Putting healthy food in reach for low-income families
helps prevent disease, supports children in the classroom, reduces health care costs, and more.
Research has shown that participation in SNAP reduces food insecurity and may lead to healthier
diets. There is a strong correlation between food insecurity and chronic health conditions among
all age groups, from children to seniors. SNAP helps reverse this trend by enabling families to
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purchase healthier diets and freeing up financial resources to be used for other necessities such as
medical care. A recent study found that—for seniors eligible for both Medicare and Medicaid—
participating in SNAP was associated with fewer inpatient hospital admissions and lower health
care costs.

2. In addition to the important role that SNAP plays in addressing food insecurity, it has also
proven to be a highly effective tool for promoting economic growth. According the USDA’s
Food and Nutrition Service, every dollar spent on SNAP has the potential to increase GDP by
$1.50.

a. Is it correct to say that in the event of future economic downturns, SNAP is well-
positioned to contribute to rural economies?

USDA Response

SNAP is designed to adapt to changes in economic conditions and provide food to families and
communities when it is needed most. This design is one of the program’s core strengths. By
expanding to meet increased need and contracting when that need abates, SNAP cushions the
blow for families across America when a parent loses a job or sees their hours cut.

Not only does SNAP help families put food on the table, it also acts as an economic stabilizer by
injecting demand into the economy. SNAP benefits are used at grocery stores, benefiting those
stores’ employees as well as the truck drivers and distribution centers who deliver the food, the
manufacturing plants who process it, and the hard-working farmers who produce it. A 2019
USDA study found that in an economic downturn, every dollar in additional SNAP benefits
leads to an increase of $1.54 in gross domestic product.

SNAP’s economic benefits are particularly impactful in rural communities. A study from the
USDA Economic Research Service found that, as the country dealt with high unemployment
during the Great Recession from 2009 to 2014, household spending of SNAP benefits
contributed more to economic recovery in rural areas than urban areas and supported the
employment of 279,000 rural workers.

SNAP serves a very diverse range of people in both rural and urban communities. About 70
percent of SNAP participants are children, older adults, or adults with disabilities. The program
supports households in major cities and small towns across rural America. For low-income
workers, SNAP helps supplement their food budgets so they can afford to put healthy food on
the table. For seniors, SNAP supports those who are struggling to make ends meet on a fixed
income. And for parents, SNAP helps them afford healthy food for their children so their
children can grow and thrive.

3. The SNAP-Ed program plays an important role in disseminating information about improving
health through diet and exercise to hard-to-reach populations.

As you know, Tribal Nations are not currently eligible to directly administer SNAP-Ed funds,
leaving Tribal citizens out of valuable nutrition education programming.

a. How can Congress and USDA work together to ensure that culturally appropriate
nutrition education is available to Tribal citizens?
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b. More broadly, how can we ensure that SNAP-Ed is tailoring outreach to meet the
cultural and language needs of the populations it serves?

USDA Response

In September 2022, USDA released the Memorandum on Tribal Consultation Requirements and
the Memorandum on State Tribal Consultation Best Practices, and accompanying trainings for
State SNAP agencies to clarify requirements and support efforts to improve tribal consultations.
For SNAP-Ed, USDA is taking additional actions to clarify State agencies’ responsibilities for
consulting with Tribal Nations when conducting required needs assessments for SNAP-Ed. In
December 2022, the SNAP-Ed Needs Assessment Toolkit was released to support State
agencies’ efforts to identify program gaps and assets, and to ensure equity considerations are
woven into the program planning process. In addition, this spring, USDA is hosting a training for
SNAP-Ed providers to ensure cultural appropriateness and equity considerations are part of the
SNAP-Ed planning and implementation process.

More broadly, in September 2022, USDA began a project to evaluate equity in SNAP-Ed service
delivery. The purpose of this evaluation is to identify challenges and best practices in the
equitable allocation of State funding and service delivery among diverse racial and ethnic
groups, individuals with disabilities, urban and rural geographic locations, and indigenous
communities. USDA expects to use the project’s findings to inform SNAP-Ed program
improvements, as well as the development of resources, trainings, and technical assistance, to
support culturally appropriate and equitable service delivery.

Apart from SNAP, Tribes that participate in the Food Distribution Program on Indian
Reservations (FDPIR) have access to culturally appropriate nutrition education opportunities
through an annual appropriation of $4 million in administrative funds which was made available
in FY 2022. This fiscal year, USDA has allocated over $2.5 million in FDPIR administrative
funds for nutrition education to over 80 Tribes. Nutrition education projects range from
conducting cooking demonstrations using traditional foods, offering nutrition classes, and
developing nutrition education resources on various topics relevant to tribal communities.
Nutrition education is delivered using traditional methods and language, and activities may focus
on MyPlate nutrition, food sourcing and preservation, health and wellness, and preventing
disease. In addition to FDPIR administrative funds for nutrition education, USDA has a
cooperative agreement with a SNAP-Ed implementing agency in Oklahoma, the Oklahoma
Tribal Engagement Partners (OKTEP), to develop a culturally relevant nutrition paraprofessional
training program that educates FDPIR staff on basic nutrition topics to enhance their nutrition
education programming. Five in-person trainings will be held in FY 2023, and additional
trainings will be held in FY 2024 and 2025. Ensuring administrative funds for nutrition
education are appropriated annually supports FDPIR participants’ access to culturally
appropriate and relevant materials.

4. Deputy Under Secretary Dean and Administrator Long, as we look towards the next Farm Bill,
what strategies can both Congress and USDA employ to expand access to locally grown and
culturally appropriate foods across the nutrition programs administered by FNS?

USDA Response
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USDA has leveraged several opportunities provided by Congress to expand access to locally
grown and culturally appropriate foods across nutrition assistance programs. We continue to
work with our colleagues across USDA to strengthen connections between farmers, ranchers,
and USDA nutrition programs through investments in local and regional food system
infrastructure and markets.

USDA receives dedicated funding to purchase traditional foods for the Food Distribution
Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) food package. Congress provides $5 million
specifically for the traditional food purchases, and USDA’s total spending on traditional foods
for FDPIR typically exceeds this amount, averaging between $8-$14 million in recent years.
USDA regularly consults with Tribal partners to identify opportunities to enhance the FDPIR
food package, including with respect to traditional foods. Importantly, in the 2018 Farm Bill,
Congress authorized up to $5 million per year for the FDPIR Self-Determination Demonstration
Project that empowers Tribal Organizations to procure and distribute local, regional, and/or
Tribal foods. Eight Tribal Organizations currently participate in the program, and the application
period for Round 2 of the project closed on January 31, 2023. USDA is considering all
applications for funding and plans to award the contracts as early as summer 2023.

In The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), Farm to Food Bank grants aim to reduce
waste while building relationships between agricultural producers and the local emergency food
system. In FY 2023, USDA provided $3.7 million to 28 States for projects that harvest, process,
package, or transport commodities donated by the agricultural industry to be used by emergency
feeding organizations. In addition, USDA recently collected feedback from TEFAP State
agencies and food banks about culturally responsive foods to inform decision making and
procurement strategies.

USDA also supports farmers who sell their products locally through direct marketing outlets,
such as farmers’ markets and roadside stands by providing a SNAP mobile payment application
and card readers to enable them to redeem SNAP benefits.

The Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP), authorized under the Farm Bill,
supports access to local foods, and is designed to provide low-income seniors with access to
locally grown fruits, vegetables, honey, and herbs; increase the domestic consumption of
agricultural commodities through farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and community supported
agricultural programs; and aid in the development of new and additional farmers’ markets,
roadside stands, and community support agricultural programs. In February 2023, USDA
awarded $50 million in funds provided by the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) to implement
SEMNP initiatives to maintain and improve supply chain resiliency.

While ARPA provided a significant, one-time infusion of funding to support the program’s
modernization and success, the annual funding level for SFMNP has remained unchanged since
2008. SFMNP funding is authorized and provided under the Farm Bill, at $20.6 million annually
via the Commodity Credit Corporation. Funding all new requesting State agencies, allowing
existing State agencies to expand their program without cutting benefits to other participants, and
supporting program improvements to ensure the program's long-term sustainability would
require additional funding.

Also, USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) has established the Local Food Purchase
Assistance Cooperative Agreement Program (LFPA) and the Local Food for Schools
Cooperative Agreement Program (LFS), both of which establish cooperative agreements to
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strengthen our food systems through purchases of local foods for emergency food or school food
providers. Leveraging the purchasing power of the Federal government through local
procurement creates a win for local economies and for people’s health. It puts rural prosperity
front and center by adding value to food where it is produced so that capital stays within a
community, leading to longer term economic growth and vibrant rural communities. For LFPA,
AMS has awarded nearly $375 million in agreements with 48 states, four territories, and 24
tribes. For LFS, AMS has awarded more than $151 million in agreements with 33 states.

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) nutrition
standards provide flexibility for local menu planners to adapt menus and offer foods that appeal
to their unique student populations’ dietary preferences. In addition, schools also receive specific
funds to purchase food for their school meal programs via USDA Foods. USDA Foods provides
high-quality, 100 percent American grown food to schools, child-care facilities, and institutions
that participate in Child Nutrition Programs including the NSLP, the Child and Adult Care Food
Program (CACFP), and the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP). The variety and versatility
of USDA Foods products allow schools to develop their menus based on their regional and
cultural preferences while still meeting the required nutrition standards. FNS also helps schools
by making culturally appropriate foods available via the USDA Department of Defense Fresh
Fruit and Vegetable Program (USDA DoD Fresh).

Senator Reverend Raphael Warnock

1. According to a 2021 USDA study conducted by Urban Institute examining states that
reinstated time limits following the Great Recession,” work requirements take food assistance
away from people struggling to find work. Under current law,® able-bodied adults without
dependents are only eligible to receive food assistance for three months in a three-year period.
The recent public health emergency suspended these time limits, but they are set to come back.

a. What will be the effect of the return of this 3-month time limit?

b. Has USDA produced or reviewed any research regarding the return of this 3-month
time limit? If so, what conclusions can be learned from this research?

USDA Response

In response to the pandemic, Congress temporarily and partially suspended the time limit for
able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs), protecting program access for many jobless
adults during an unprecedented crisis. This partial suspension will continue for one month
beyond the end of the federal public health emergency. Starting in July 2023, ABAWDs will
generally only be allowed to participate in SNAP for three months, unless they are exempt or
meet the work requirement. Therefore, USDA expects a significant number of ABAWD:s to be
disqualified beginning three months after the end of the time limit suspension, in October 2023.
Since administering the time limit for ABAWD:s is complex and can be burdensome for State

7 “The Impact of Snap Able Bodied Adults without Dependents (ABAWD) Time Limit Reinstatement in Nine
States.” Food and Nutrition Service U.S. Department of Agriculture, https://www.fns.usda. i
able-bodied-adults-without-dependents-abawd-time-limit-reinstatement-nine.

87U.S.C. §2014
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agencies, USDA has issued guidance and provided training and technical assistance in various
media to help States prepare for the reimplementation of the time limit.

USDA wants to ensure that SNAP supports work. However, there is no evidence to suggest that
the ABAWD time limit helps move people to employment. While a 2021 USDA study found
that the reinstatement of the ABAWD time limit substantially reduced SNAP participation
among those subject to the time limit, there was no evidence to suggest that imposing the time
limit improved employment or earnings for those participants. These participants typically left
SNAP three to four months after the time limit was reinstated (the point at which ABAWDs
could first lose eligibility due to the time limit), which could suggest they lost eligibility due to
the time limit, not due to new employment. Another paper published by external researchers in
2020 found similar results for ABAWDs in Virginia. Furthermore, a journal article published in
March 2023 found that when the time limit for ABAWDs was reintroduced in 2016, the number
of households served by food pantries increased in urban areas. On average, an urban food
pantry in an area where the time limit was reintroduced served 34 percent more households in the
8 months after reintroduction than a pantry in an area with no change.

We welcome the opportunity to work with Congress to ensure that SNAP incentivizes work
through targeted benefit design and State flexibility.

2. In the Families First Coronavirus Response Act, Congress provided an emergency boost to
food assistance programs, called Emergency SNAP Allotments. But this boost is set to end next
month. In fact, many states, including Georgia, have already ended them.

a. After the emergency assistance was cut off in Georgia, the Atlanta Community Food
Bank saw visits increase by about 34% when compared to the same period the previous
year.

b. What can Congress do to ease the burden on our food banks?

¢. Would the Thrifty Food Plan update, that provided a modest increase in food benefits,
benefit food banks? If so, how?

USDA Response

Food banks are an essential safety net for American families who cannot access a sufficient diet
through other private or public means. USDA continues to support the incredible work of food
banks and the broader emergency food system with investments to support the purchase of
additional food, improve infrastructure, and strengthen local food systems. In FY 2023, the
Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) received $445.5 million for entitlement food
funds and $92 million for administrative funds. By law, the June Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) is the
basis for TEFAP entitlement food funding formula for the upcoming fiscal year. Accordingly,
TEFAP food funding for FY 2023 increased by $46 million over FY 2022,

In addition to these changes, in September 2022, USDA announced a $1.5 billion investment in
the emergency feeding programs using USDA’s Commodity Credit Corporation funds. Later this
year USDA will award up to $60 million in TEFAP Reach and Resiliency Grants to support
access in areas currently underserved by the program. This builds on the $40 million in TEFAP
Reach and Resiliency grants awarded last year, with funds supporting a variety of initiatives such
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as refrigerated “food lockers™ or new food distribution centers.

The 2021 re-evaluation of the Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) and annual inflationary adjustment help
ensure that SNAP benefit amounts reflect the price of a cost-conscious, healthy diet today,
resulting in a modest but meaningful increase in SNAP benefit amounts. It is reasonable to
expect that increasing SNAP benefit amounts would alleviate food bank demand to some extent.

USDA stands ready to work with Congress and explore additional support for emergency
feeding partners based on current needs. It is also important to keep in mind that, while food
banks do incredible work to support their communities, they are just one critical part of a broader
safety net that supports struggling Americans.

Senator Peter Welch

1. It is critical our nutrition programs not only feed struggling families but also support local,
sustainable agriculture practices. Throughout the pandemic, there were efforts at all levels of
government to increase access to healthy, nutritious locally-sourced produce. This includes the
establishment of the Local Food Purchase Assistance Cooperative Agreement Program, TEFAP
Reach and Resiliency Grants, and the rest of the Build Back Better Food System Transformation
initiative.

a. What key lessons can we take away from the height of the pandemic when it comes to

increasing access to locally-sourced, sustainable agriculture?

b. As we look to the Farm Bill, what programs should we consider to increase access to
locally-sourced foods for Americans who utilized these important nutrition programs?

USDA Response

One of Secretary Vilsack’s key goals, informed by lessons leamed from the pandemic, is to
improve the resiliency of U.S. agriculture by ensuring that today’s markets work better for both
family farmers and the communities they feed. FNS works with our colleagues across USDA to
strengthen connections between farmers, ranchers, and USDA nutrition programs through
investments in local and regional food system infrastructure and markets.

For example, in The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), Farm to Food Bank grants
reduce food waste while building relationships between agricultural producers and the local
emergency food system. States use these funds for projects that harvest, process, package, or
transport commodities donated by the agricultural industry to be used by emergency
organizations. USDA allocated $3.7 million to 28 TEFAP State agencies in FY 2023,
Furthermore, programs like the WIC Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program and the Seniors
Farmers Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) by design connect participants to locally grown
fruits and vegetables.

For the SFMNP, while USDA invested $50 million in funds from the ARPA to support the
program’s modernization and resiliency, the annual funding level for SEMNP has remained
unchanged since 2008. SFMNP funding is authorized and provided under the Farm Bill, at $20.6
million annually via the Commodity Credit Corporation. Funding all new requesting State
agencies, allowing existing State agencies to expand their program without reducing benefits to
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other program participants, and supporting program improvements to ensure the long-term
sustainability of the program would require additional funding.

The USDA Agricultural Marketing Service has also established the Local Food Purchase
Assistance Cooperative Agreement Program and the Local Food for Schools Cooperative
Agreement Program, both of which establish cooperative agreements to strengthen our food
systems through purchases of local foods for emergency food or school food providers. These
novel procurement options are able to support local and historically underserved farmers and
ranchers while delivering food to our communities. We are hearing that these programs are
helping small farmers scale up and access better, consistent markets, create job opportunities in
rural communities, and bring more revenue into local economies.

USDA looks forward to working with Congress to explore how to further leverage our food
assistance programs to support nutrition security, agricultural producers, and resilient food
systems.

2. In Vermont, more than 8% of senior households are food insecure; over 17,000 seniors are
threatened by hunger; and nearly 40,000 are isolated and live alone. The demand for senior
meals continues to grow. We must continue to do what we can to ensure that our nation’s seniors
are not going hungry.

a. How can the USDA increase seniors’ access to locally-sourced foods?

b. How can Congress utilize the farm bill to increase seniors’ access to critical food
programs?

USDA Response

USDA works continually to make it easier for all people—but especially for vulnerable
populations, like older adults—to access the nutrition assistance they need and deserve. Older
adults face unique challenges. For example, some have limited mobility, making it harder to
shop for groceries or prepare meals. Older Americans participate in SNAP at much lower rates as
well; before the pandemic, only 47 percent of eligible older Americans participated in SNAP,
compared to 78 percent of all eligible people.

Recent updates to SNAP benefit levels and renewed collaboration with other Federal agencies
will improve SNAP access and nutrition security for low-income adults.

For example, USDA has been working to strengthen our partnership with the Social Security
Administration (SSA) to help connect people to Supplemental Security Income and SNAP
benefits.

We would welcome the opportunity to work with Congress to explore changes that help us serve
older adults better. For example, households with an elderly or disabled member may claim a
deduction for out of pocket medical expenses they incur over $35, increasing their SNAP
benefits. However, due to the paperwork involved, claiming the deduction can be burdensome
for households. Nearly half of States, including Vermont, operate a demonstration project to
allow households to claim a standard medical deduction (SMD), which does not require
extensive paperwork.

USDA is committed to supporting the Senior Farmer’s Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP)
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which provides participants with access to fresh fruits, vegetables, herbs, and honey while
supporting local farmers. Using ARPA funds, USDA was able to award SFMNP Food System
Transformation Grants to SFMNP State agencies to support initiatives to sustain, improve, and
expand program operations and services. Such changes include supporting State agencies in their
transition from paper-based coupons to an e-solutions.

While ARPA provided a significant, one-time infusion of funding to support the program’s
modernization and success, the annual funding level for SFMNP has remained unchanged since
2008. SFMNP funding is authorized and provided under the Farm Bill at $20.6 million annually
via the Commodity Credit Corporation. Funding all new requesting State agencies, allowing
existing State agencies to expand their program without reducing benefits for other participants,
and supporting the implementation of program improvements to ensure the long-term
sustainability of the program would require additional funding.

USDA also operates the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP), a food package
program which works to improve the health of low-income persons at least 60 years of age by
supplementing their diets with nutritious USDA Foods. USDA distributes both food and
administrative funds to all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and eight Indian
Tribal Organizations to operate CSFP. In 2022, CSFP served an average of over 658,000
participants per month and is authorized to serve 760,547 participants in 2023.

USDA welcomes the opportunity to work with Congress to explore how to improve seniors’
access to nutrition assistance programs and local food.

3. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) — known as 3SquaresVT in
Vermont—supports the grocery budgets of an average of 70,000 people in Vermont, more than
10% of the state. For many Vermonters, SNAP is the only way to afford groceries from the store.
As the wealthiest nation in the world, we must do all that we can to ensure that Americans have
access to healthy, nutritious and affordable locally-sourced foods. I believe that imposing stricter
work requirements for SNAP and other federal nutrition programs is denigrating and hurtful
toward struggling Americans who are simply trying to feed their families. SNAP benefits are an
important lifeline for Vermont families. It is critical that we expand support for families
struggling to put food on their tables so they can make ends meet and raise healthy and happy
kids. In every farm bill, there are efforts to impose stricter work requirements on federal nutrition
programs, especially SNAP. These requirements are demeaning and create more red tape for
struggling families trying to put food on the table.

a. Is there evidence to support claims that work requirements in SNAP lead to higher
employment rates or annual earnings?

b. Currently, job search does not count towards the time limit for SNAP work
requirements, yet we all know that looking for a job can be just as, if not more, time-
consuming than an actual job. How would changing the parameters of eligible activities
for SNAP work requirement time-limits to include job search expand access to the
critical nutrition program for struggling families in need?

USDA Response
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The general work requirements, which apply to many SNAP participants aged 16-59, mean they
must register for work, participate in SNAP Employment and Training (E&T) if assigned by the
state SNAP agency, take a suitable job if offered, and not voluntarily quit a job or reduce work
hours below 30 hours per week without a good reason. Individuals aged 18-49 who are able to
work and do not have dependents are held to an even stricter standard. In addition to the overall
work requirements, they generally must work—or participate in a jobs program—at least 20
hours per week or lose SNAP benefits completely after three months in any three-year period
(this policy is known as the time limit).

SNAP is an important work support, and the program is designed to provide incentives for
participants to work and increase their earnings. However, there is no evidence to suggest that
the time limit placed on able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs)—under which these
individuals lose SNAP benefits after 3 months in any 3-year period — helps people move into
employment or increase earnings. A 2021 USDA study found that the ABAWD time limit
substantially reduced SNAP participation among those subject to the time limit. These
participants typically left SNAP after three to four months which could suggest they lost benefits
due to the time limit, not because they gained employment. Another paper published by external
researchers in 2020 found similar results for ABAWDs in Virginia. Furthermore, a journal article
published in March 2023 found that when the time limit for ABAWDs was reintroduced in 2016,
the number of households served by food pantries increased in urban areas. On average, an urban
food pantry in an area where the time limit was reintroduced served 34 percent more households
in the 8 months after reintroduction than a pantry in an area with no change.

The time limit cuts off people—including people experiencing homelessness, veterans, youth
aging out of foster care, and people with health conditions—from assistance they need to buy
food. Proposals to expand SNAP’s time limit to more participants, including parents, are not
based in evidence.

USDA examined the effectiveness of requiring SNAP recipients to participate in SNAP E&T
(“mandatory E&T”) as part of the SNAP E&T pilots authorized under the 2014 Farm Bill. The
rigorous, randomized-control trial evaluation found that participants who were sanctioned in
mandatory E&T programs had lower earnings by as much as $2,000, had lower employment
rates by as much as 6 percentage points, and lower SNAP participation rates by as much as 17
percent when compared to individuals in the same programs who were not sanctioned.

This evaluation also found that individuals who were sanctioned for failure to comply with
requirements and, as a result, lost food assistance had different characteristics than those who
were not sanctioned. Individuals who were sanctioned were more likely to be male, Black, and to
not have a high school diploma or equivalent. Sanctioned individuals were also less likely to be
employed at the time of pilot enrollment. When taken together, these findings present major red
flags about the effectiveness of mandatory E&T requirements at increasing earnings and
employment.

One way that ABAWDs can meet the ABAWD work requirement is through participation in an
employment and training program (E&T), including the SNAP E&T program, for at least 20
hours per week. The Food and Nutrition Act of 2008 provides that supervised job search and job
search training programs are not qualifying activities to fulfill the ABAWD work requirement.
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However, job search or job search training programs/activities, when offered as part of
qualifying SNAP E&T program component, are acceptable as long as those activities comprise
less than half the requirement (less than half the total required time spent in the component).
Additionally, job search and job search training are qualifying ABAWD activities when offered
through a Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Title I program. Allowing job
search programs to count as qualifying activities to fulfill the ABAWD work requirement would
provide an additional option for ABAWDs who are actively looking for work to meet the work
requirement and likely extend the period some ABAWDs could continue participating in SNAP.
It is important to note, however, that unsupervised job search is not an allowable SNAP E&T
component; rather State agencies are only permitted by statute to offer supervised job search.

USDA is committed to connecting SNAP participants, especially ABAWDs, to E&T
opportunities. We welcome the opportunity to work with Congress to ensure that SNAP
incentivizes work through targeted benefit design and State flexibility.

Senator John Fetterman

1. The Department of Agriculture administers Farm to Food Bank grants, as part of The
Emergency Food Assistance Program. This Program was modeled after a program in my
home state—Pennsylvania. How is the Farm to Food Bank Program doing, and how can
it be improved in this year’s Farm Bill?

USDA Response

The Farm to Food Bank Project—which supports State projects to harvest, process, package, or
transport commodities donated by the agricultural industry before use by emergency feeding
organizations—is now in its fourth year. For FY 2023, USDA provided $3.7 million to 28 State
agencies operating The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), including two newly
participating states.

USDA has partnered with stakeholders in Pennsylvania through Farm to Food Bank funding in
all four years. Most recently, Pennsylvania received Farm to Food Bank Project funds to
continue to support the Pennsylvania Agricultural Surplus System, which provides an efficient
mechanism for Pennsylvania’s agricultural industry to donate safe, wholesome food products
while being reimbursed for costs involved in harvesting, processing, and transporting these
foods. This system partners with 2,700 local charitable partners — including food pantries, soup
kitchens, feeding programs, and shelters to help Pennsylvania-grown products go to those in
need. Without this system, food products would likely be left in the field or otherwise wasted.
USDA is ready to work with Congress as you consider how to build on the Farm to Food Bank
Program.

2. Over 1.7 million Pennsylvanians rely on SNAP benefits to put food on the table for their
families. I've heard from families across the commonwealth that poor technology security on
their EBT cards allows their benefits to be stolen. I was glad to hear that states are now required
to reimburse those stolen funds to families. How can SNAP technology be modernized for the
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21% century? How is the USDA comprehensively responding to beneficiaries having their funds
stolen (skimmed) from EBT cards?

USDA Response

USDA is fully committed to combating card skimming, card cloning, and other fraudulent
methods, which can be devastating for victims who rely on their benefits to feed their families.
The 2023 Omnibus appropriations bill signed into law in December allows States to replace
stolen SNAP benefits using federal funds through September 2024. USDA is working to
implement this new law quickly and is committed to supporting States throughout this process.

USDA is working with our State and Federal partners, as well as retailers, EBT processors, law
enforcement, and other industry experts to protect SNAP benefits. This includes exploring more
secure payment technologies to protect SNAP recipients from becoming victims of theft. USDA
has already issued guidance to States on how to reimburse victims, verify theft claims, and
collect data to better understand this emerging issue. USDA has started approving State plans, so
that States can begin reimbursing families whose much-needed benefits have been stolen.

USDA is also working on new regulations to prevent SNAP benefit theft from occurring in the
first place, by making EBT cards more secure. USDA is exploring long-term technological
solutions, such as chip card technology and mobile payment pilot projects, that will provide
enhanced benefit security. Additionally, the Administration’s FY 2024 budget request includes
funding to hire five additional SNAP staff with specialized knowledge of payment system
industry standards to support these efforts.

USDA appreciates Congressional interest in this important issue, and we look forward to our
continued partnership to modernize SNAP and prevent benefit theft.

3. Ms. Dean referenced “modernizing [SNAP] with respect to delivery.” Can you please
elaborate on what that could look like from a regulatory and legislative perspective?

USDA Response

USDA is working to bring modern payment options to SNAP participants, enhance program
integrity, and support American farmers and businesses that expand food access for SNAP
participants. We are prioritizing smaller retailers and farmers’ markets with the resources
Congress provided to support online shopping. For example, we:

* Awarded funds to create a SNAP Modernization Technical Assistance Center to support
retailers of all sizes and types in adopting SNAP online payments.

¢ Selected five States to operate Mobile Payment Pilots. The pilots will test allowing SNAP
participants to receive and redeem benefits using a mobile device. This has the potential
to improve access by reducing the length of time it takes for participants to access their
benefits once approved and the potential to reduce fraud. We will evaluate the pilot to
examine rollout strategies and the impact of mobile payment on access, cost, and fraud
prevention, which will provide useful information for Congress to consider.

¢ Held EBT modernization roundtable discussions with advocates, State, retailer and
industry stakeholders.
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Funded development of an eCommerce site specifically designed to assist farmers in the
move to online SNAP.

Supported development of a mobile app farmers can use to accept SNAP payments at
direct marketing venues such as farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and pick-your-own
operations. Close to 2,000 farmers have been given access to the app since 2019.

As we work to modernize, we must also consider how to serve participants or retailers
who are not yet well situated to take advantage of new technology. Expanding tools that
States and EBT processors can use to allow clients to manage and view their EBT card
balances while shopping.

Senator John Hoeven

As a follow up to my questions on the Department’s implementation of the National
Accuracy Clearinghouse:

a. Can the Department provide an explanation as to why the implementation of the
National Accuracy Clearinghouse was delayed?

b. As the Department has worked to implement the National Accuracy Clearinghouse,
have there been particular challenges that the Department has identified, addressed, or is
actively working to resolve?

c¢. Does the Department anticipate that the National Accuracy Clearinghouse will meet
the Congressional Budget Office’s cost savings estimate? If not, what steps if any, is the
Department taking to maximize savings through the use of the National Accuracy
Clearinghouse?

USDA Response

USDA is fully committed to implementing the National Accuracy Clearinghouse (NAC)
nationwide with maximum effectiveness for the long term. We have worked closely with
external experts on the NAC’s design and deployment and are leveraging optimal security

arrangements using the best technology to protect the personally identifiable information (PII) of
SNAP participants. We are taking care with the NAC implementation because we know that it
will be a powerful tool not only to prevent the very rare instance of duplicate participation, but

also to improve customer service for clients who move across State borders.

Although USDA began efforts to design the NAC after the 2018 Farm Bill, when the pandemic

hit, the prior administration appropriately reprioritized FNS’s efforts to respond to increased
need and to adapt our programs to operate within the COVID environment. In addition, the
initial design of the NAC relied on USDA collecting and storing PII protected by stringent
security protocols and encryption. Under the Biden administration, USDA decided to provide
security enhancements to the system design by taking advantage of a newer approach to data
matching. This approach does not require the NAC to collect or store names, Social Security
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numbers, or dates of birth—thereby providing a greater degree of data protection for the
confidential information of millions of Americans. USDA revised the NAC Interim Final rule to
incorporate new protocols to support this approach, and the agency published the rule in October
2022.

This is the first national system of records that will contain all SNAP applicant and participant
data, and this is a complex endeavor that will be completely new for States. Successful
implementation of the NAC will require all 53 SNAP State agencies to work together in a
coordinated fashion to avoid delaying benefits. That said, USDA has made great strides toward
developing a strong NAC system for improving program integrity and customer service.

The Department anticipates that the NAC will increase savings by preventing individuals from
receiving SNAP benefits in more than one State at the same time. Based on the results seen in
the original NAC pilot, USDA estimates a net reduction in SNAP spending of approximately
$463 million over the first 5 years, which is greater than CBO’s original 2018 estimate of $138
million over the first 5 years. Actual savings will be realized as State agencies begin to use the
system as part of the eligibility determination process to discover and prevent duplicate
participation before it occurs. All State agencies are required to implement the NAC by October
2027, and USDA has encouraged and will continue to encourage States to implement the NAC
as soon as is feasible, to maximize the NAC’s impacts on program integrity and program
savings.

USDA will continue to be in close touch with Congress, as we have been, to provide updates as
we continue to move forward on NAC implementation.

Senator Joni Ernst

1. Our social service agencies are impacted by ongoing labor shortages. An understaffed
workforce can cause errors that harm those in need, or allow others to defraud the system. We’ve
heard USDA say that states have some flexibility in processing SNAP applications, but USDA
has consistently prohibited states from choosing to use a private contractor to augment, not
replace, overburdened state and local staff.

a. If a state believes a public-private blended workforce will benefit their SNAP
recipients and increase accountability and transparency for the taxpayer, are you open to
allowing states to opt in?

USDA Response

USDA is committed to promoting accountability and access in SNAP and supports innovations
in program delivery to enhance efficiency and customer service. These innovations include new
technologies, process design enhancements, and public-private partnerships. The Food and
Nutrition Act of 2008, as amended, requires that only merit system personnel employed by a
state agency perform SNAP certification functions.

USDA has worked to ensure that SNAP State agencies are aware of existing flexibilities related
to contractors that can help streamline program administration and reduce customer wait times,
and we will continue to work with them to clarify. We will continue to offer technical assistance
to States who are interested in exploring these options. Many States already rely on private
contractors to facilitate vital program operations, like mail processers, document scanning
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operators, and EBT vendors. As State operations evolve and technology shifts what is possible,
new questions arise about where the right line is with respect to private contractors. As we
confront these questions, our guiding principle from statute and regulation is that States and their
employees must be responsible for the most critical functions of SNAP operations, particularly
with respect to client privacy and determining eligibility for benefits.

2. How are FNS and NIFA currently working together to support the streamlining of Statewide
nutrition incentives, and what can be done in the 2023 Farm Bill to improve GusNIP and make
the program more efficient?

USDA Response

FNS and NIFA collaborate on GusNIP throughout the grant solicitation and administration
process. While NIFA provides administrative guidance to grantees, FNS provides policy
guidance and meets with NIFA regularly to review common challenges and improve processes.
Our Agencies partner to encourage innovation and initiatives that provide incentives to the
broadest population of SNAP participants efficiently. USDA welcomes the opportunity to
provide technical assistance to Congress in connection with the 2023 Farm Bill and this program.

Senator Cindy Hyde-Smith

1. The Food and Nutrition Service agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) issued
a proposed rule to revise regulations governing the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infant, and Children’s (WIC) food packages “to align them with the current Dietary
Guidelines for Americans and reflect recommendations made by the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering and Medicine (NASEM) in its 2017 report, ‘Review of WIC Food
Packages: Improving Balance and Choice.”” The proposed changes are, according to the USDA,
“intended to provide WIC participants with a wider variety of foods that align with the latest
nutritional science; provide WIC State agencies with greater flexibility to prescribe and tailor
food packages that accommodate participants’ special dietary needs and personal and cultural
food preferences; provide more equitable access to supplemental foods; and better promote and
support individual breastfeeding goals of participants to help establish successful long-term
breastfeeding.” One aspect of this proposed rule includes the specification that “all cereals on the
State agency authorized food list must contain whole grain as the first ingredient.”

a. Current USDA WIC dietary guidelines state that at least one-half of the total number of
breakfast cereals on the State agency’s authorized food list must have whole grain as the
primary ingredient and meet labeling requirements for making a health claim as a “whole
grain food with moderate fat content” as defined in Table 4 of 7 CFR 246.10. Thisis a
minimum federal standard, meaning states can go above and beyond this standard based
on the unique dietary needs of their WIC recipients. For example, for more than 10 years,
the State of Oklahoma implemented a stricter requirement for whole grain cereals in
WIC.

b. Furthermore, in 2017, NASEM estimated a whole grain onlty-cereal policy would
result in a 10% rate of decline in the redemption of cereal benefits from 60% to 54%.
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These calculations were based on Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) data from 2013
across five states. Yet NASEM did not consider any data from Oklahoma, the only state
that was implementing a whole grain only-cereal policy at the time. Oklahoma’s whole
grain-only cereal policy resulted in a far more significant drop in cereal redemption,
down to 36%. The omission of this data from the NASEM study calls into question its
estimate that such a policy would not significantly impact the redemption rate of cereal
among program participants.

USDA Response

USDA recently proposed changes to the WIC Food Packages to align with the current Dietary
Guidelines for Americans and recommendations in the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine’s (NASEM) 2017 report, “Review of WIC Food Packages:
Improving Balance and Choice.”

USDA is proposing to require all breakfast cereals meet the criteria for whole grain cereal, to
address inadequate consumption of whole grains and excess consumption of refined grains
among WIC participants, and as recommended by NASEM.

In its 2017 report, NASEM recommended all cereals provided through WIC meet the whole
grain criteria to better support the nutritional needs of WIC participants. The latest dietary
guidelines noted that nearly all Americans — 98 percent — do not meet recommendations for
whole grain intake and 74 percent exceed limits for refined grains. The 2017 report also cited
significant expansion in the availability of whole grain products in the marketplace in recent
years, including com and rice-based options. Sufficient marketplace availability is an important
consideration before implementing this change, and USDA specifically requested comment on
the provision. USDA is currently reviewing all public comments received during the comment
periad and will use this feedback to inform development of a final rule implementing changes.

When considering NASEM’s recommendations, USDA replicated NASEM’s analysis using
more recent and more comprehensive redemption data that USDA collected from 48 State
agencies — including Oklahoma and covering about 56 percent of all WIC participants.
According to this data, the breakfast cereal redemption rate in Oklahoma was similar to the
National breakfast cereal redemption rate in 2020. Specifically, the breakfast cereal redemption
rate in Oklahoma was about 44 percent from January to December 2020, which was only about 4
percentage points lower than the National breakfast cereal redemption rate of 48 percent during
that time. Many factors might have contributed to this modest difference in redemption rates.

2. Given there is no current barrier to any state wanting to implement a whole grain-only cereal
policy, why is USDA mandating a new federal, whole grain-only cereal policy across all states
when states already have that flexibility?

USDA Response

The amounts and categories of foods provided by the WIC food packages are intended to
supplement an individual’s diet and provide specific nutrients determined by nutritional research
to be lacking in the diets of WIC’s target population. According to the Dietary Guidelines for
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Americans, 2020-2023, 98 percent of Americans fall below recommendations for whole grain
intake and 74 percent exceed limits for refined grains. Specific to the population served by WIC,
100 percent of pregnant, postpartum or breastfeeding women, and about 93 percent of children
do not meet recommended whole grain intakes. The Dietary Guidelines also notes that 80
percent of refined grains are generally eaten as separate food items, such as cereals, breads,
tortillas, pasta, rice, or pancakes, and that fiber is a nutrient of public health concern since fow
intakes are associated with health concerns.

For breakfast cereal, as recommended by NASEM, USDA proposes to require that WIC-eligible
whole grain breakfast cereals contain a whole grain as the first ingredient, and that all WIC-
eligible breakfast cereals meet this criteria. Breakfast cereals must also contain 28 mg of iron
per 100 grams. These proposed changes are expected to improve dietary quality by increasing
foods under consumed, including whole grains, and increase intakes of key nutrients such as
dietary fiber and folate.

3. Given the USDA’s proposed rule was largely based on NASEM’s whole grain-only cereal
recommendation, why didn’t USDA question the omission of Oklahoma’s EBT data or consider
more recent data to better understand its impact before proposing a new federal standard for
cereal purchases among WIC recipients?

USDA Response

USDA considered a number of factors in developing the proposed revisions and to ensure the
WIC Food Packages align with the latest science and advance nutrition security, including
recommendations from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine in its
independent report of the WIC food packages completed in 2017; the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans, 2020-2025 which include new recommendations specifically for pregnant and
postpartum women and children under age 2; and feedback from participants, state and tribal
partners, and other government agencies.

FNS actively encouraged public comment on the proposed rule “Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC): Revisions in the WIC Food Packages.” When
considering NASEM’s recommendations, USDA replicated NASEM’s analysis using more
recent and more comprehensive redemption data that USDA collected from 48 State agencies —
including Oklahoma and covering about 56 percent of all WIC participants. According to this
data, the breakfast cereal redemption rate in Oklahoma was similar to the National breakfast
cereal redemption rate in 2020. Specifically, the breakfast cereal redemption rate in Oklahoma
was about 44 percent from January to December 2020, which was only about 4 percentage points
lower than the National breakfast cereal redemption rate of 48 percent during that time. Many
factors might have contributed to this modest difference in redemption rates.

4. 100 percent juice is a nutrient-dense beverage, a major source of vitamin C in the diet, and one
of the primary beverages recommended for consumption in the 2020 Dietary Guidelines for
Americans. The current WIC proposal offers 0 {1 oz of juice for the non-breastfeeding mother.
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a. Given that 100 percent juice provides essential vitamins and minerals, and hydration,
as well as an easy way to increase fruit consumption, why has 100 percent juice been
removed/decreased in WIC packages?

b. Would the agency be willing to increase the juice allocation for the WIC Postpartum
(non-breastfeeding) Food Package V17

USDA Response

As recommended by NASEM and to align with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, USDA
proposed a reduction to juice in the child, pregnant, and breastfeeding food packages and to
eliminate juice for postpartum participants. The proposed rule notes that the DGA emphasizes
the consumption of whole forms of fruits and vegetables over juice and recommends limits on
the amount of juice consumed as part of a healthy dietary pattern. Juice is lower in dietary fiber
when compared to whole fruits or vegetables, a dietary component of public health concern for
underconsumption.

Senator Tommy Tuberville

1. Ms. Dean, your testimony states that SNAP has a multiplier effect and that government
spending on SNAP automatically increases economic growth. However, there is also the
multiplier effect for the cost of fraud in SNAP. One study indicates that we spend $3.72 for each
$1 of benefits lost, to investigate, detect, and report the fraud. We’re spending three times the
amount of money that was wrongfully spent in the first place.

a. How can we make the investigation process more efficient? How can we decrease
fraud, and decrease the waste charged to taxpayers?

USDA Response

USDA is committed to working with our State and Federal partners on strategies to strengthen
SNAP integrity and payment accuracy while ensuring access, customer service, and equity. A
strong SNAP recipient fraud program is one that combines advanced analytics with people,
processes, and technologies that can improve fraud prevention, detection, and investigation.

USDA has developed a SNAP Fraud Framework based on innovative State work to combat
fraud. This framework combines data analytics with best practices from industry to offer flexible
models for States to detect and prevent fraud. For example, Texas has used its SNAP Fraud
Framework Implementation (SFFI) grant to develop an automated fraud data analytics model
that allows investigative staff to identify households that may be engaging in SNAP fraud.

In August 2022, USDA launched a study to assess novel ways States are detecting and
responding to emerging SNAP recipient fraud schemes, while protecting due process. USDA
expects to complete this study by the end of 2023 and will use the findings to inform future
updates of the Fraud Framework. USDA, in collaboration with the Census Bureau, is also
currently conducting a study assessing the effectiveness of State client integrity education
communications. USDA expects to complete this study by September of this year and will also
use the findings to inform future updates of the SNAP Fraud Framework.
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2. In your testimony, you mentioned SNAP’s structure enables it to adapt to changing economic
conditions. For two years, participants have received emergency allotments of at least $95 per
month,

a. Why do you believe the program has an adaptable, robust structure if emergency
allotments have been utilized over the past two years?

b. What suggestions would you provide to ensure SNAP can flow independently when
there is a financial downturn?

¢. In what financially feasible way do you believe we should promote temporary
assistance on SNAP instead of permanency?

USDA Response

SNAP is designed to adapt to changes in economic conditions and provide food to families and
communities when it is needed most. This design is one of the program’s core strengths. By
expanding to meet increased need and contracting when that need abates, SNAP cushions the
blow for families across America when a parent loses a job or sees their hours cut. Responding to
the sudden shift in economic conditions from the economic fallout of the pandemic, SNAP
participation increased from 37 million to 43 million people in just three months.

Not only does SNAP help families put food on the table, it also acts as an economic stabilizer by
injecting demand into the economy. SNAP benefits are used at grocery stores, benefiting those
stores’ employees, as well as the truck drivers and distribution centers who deliver the food, the
manufacturing plants who process it, and the hard-working farmers who produce it. A 2019
USDA study found that in an economic downturn, every dollar in additional SNAP benefits
leads to an increase of $1.54 in gross domestic product.

Recognizing that the scope of the hardship caused by the pandemic was unprecedented, Congress
acted quickly to bolster nutrition assistance. This included increasing SNAP benefits, known as
Emergency Allotments, for all households to help them weather the pandemic economy.
Emergency Allotments will end in all States in March, once February benefits are paid.

3. Ms. Dean, the purpose of SNAP is to provide low-income individuals and families with
assistance in purchasing healthy options to ensure food and nutrient security. However, we see
time and time again these benefits are used for unhealthy foods.

a. How do you propose we crack down on these spending habits in order to avoid abuse
and inaccurate utilization of SNAP benefits?

USDA Response

USDA is committed to improving nutrition security and diet quality for all Americans. It is
important to note that most Americans—SNAP participants included—have room for
improvement when it comes to diet. USDA is focused on putting fruits and vegetables, whole
grains, and other healthy options within reach of SNAP participants.

That is why our agency ensured that SNAP benefit amounts reflect the cost of a healthy dieton a
budget, and why we are focused on providing nutrition education and exploring incentives for
the purchase of healthy foods.
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In recognition of the need to expand support and cultivate leadership at the national, tribal, State,
and local levels to scale up evidence-based approaches that advance food and nutrition security,
reduce diet-related chronic disease, and promote equity, FNS established, in 2022, a devoted
Nutrition Education Branch. SNAP-Ed is also working to fulfill the Administration’s priority on
equitable access and service delivery to marginalized or underserved people and communities.
Last December, FNS released the SNAP-Ed Needs Assessment Toolkit, intended to help SNAP
State agencies gain a thorough understanding of their nutrition and physical activity landscapes
and to increase the diversity of voices involved in the needs assessment process.

4. Ms. Dean, SNAP is the target of both domestic and international fraud rings. Lack of
enforcement to prevent fraudulent activity and misuse of funds continues to burden the American
taxpayer and harm the SNAP participants who actually depend on the benefits.

Program flaws allow the use of refillable EBT cards that lack modern security features and are
vulnerable to skimming technologies by fraudsters. Additionally, lack of identification
verification requirements allows fraudulent users to make large purchases by presenting multiple
cards from multiple beneficiaries.

I’m told USDA is aware of the potential for fraud, yet to date has not acted to address these
vulnerabilities — besides partially reimbursing users who are victims of fraud.

What measures is USDA taking to prevent fraudulent activity and enhance security for both
beneficiaries and the agency?

USDA Response

USDA is fully committed to combating card skimming, card cloning, and other fraudulent
methods, which can be devastating for victims who rely on their benefits to feed their families.
The 2023 Omnibus spending bill signed into law in December allows States to replace stolen
SNAP benefits using federal funds through September 2024. USDA is working to implement this
new law quickly and is committed to supporting States throughout this process.

USDA is working with our State and Federal partners, as well as retailers, EBT processors, law
enforcement, and other industry experts to protect SNAP benefits. This includes exploring more
secure payment technologies to protect SNAP recipients from becoming victims of theft. USDA
has already issued guidance to States on how to reimburse victims, verify theft claims, and
collect data to better understand this emerging issue. USDA has started approving State plans, so
that States can begin reimbursing families whose much-needed benefits have been stolen.

Over the next year, USDA will also work on new regulations to prevent SNAP benefit theft from
occurring in the first place, by making EBT cards more secure. USDA is exploring long-term
technological solutions, such as chip card technology and mobile payment pilot projects, that
will provide enhanced benefit security.

USDA does not currently require that States implement extra EBT card security like EMV
(Europay, Mastercard, and Visa) chip cards, but any State agency may choose to pursue chip
cards at any time. A State agency does not need a waiver or approval from USDA to make this
change. However, moving to chip cards represents a significant cost and administrative
undertaking for State agencies and as a result, must be carefully considered and planned. It
requires technology changes by the EBT processors, outreach and equipment upgrades in the
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retailer community, education with SNAP recipients, and a myriad of logistical changes, such as
replacing all EBT cards. FNS supports any State agency that wishes to initiate this change and is
able to provide technical assistance to help them with this endeavor. USDA appreciates that the
2023 Omnibus bill directs FNS to promulgate regulations through notice-and-comment
rulemaking to require States to implement card security updates, fraud prevention, and detection
measures.

The Department stands ready to work with Congress to consider legislation to provide permanent
authority to replace stolen SNAP benefits using federal funds, after current authority expires in
September 2024.

5. Ms. Dean, Auburn University’s Hunger Solutions Institute is known across the country for its
renowned efforts in domestic and global food security.

Auburn administers the Double Up Food Bucks Program, also called GusNIP, and the SNAP
Healthy Fluid Milk Incentive (HFMI) Project for the State of Alabama.

The HFMI grant program is intended to incentivize SNAP participants to increase their purchase
and consumption of qualifying fluid milk, in the same way GusNIP incentivizes fruit and
vegetable purchases.

However, when Auburn applied for HFMI, USDA required them to alter the program to allow
recipients to redeem their coupons for any SNAP product, instead of specifically fluid milk or
dairy products.

Considering the growing rates of child obesity in our nation and the Biden administration’s
continued efforts to tighten school nutrition requirements, why is USDA promoting unhealthy
food consumption over dairy consumption?

a. Additionally, I have heard that the HFMI cooperative agreements have been somewhat
limiting in providing funds to the grantees for not only technical assistance, but also for
some of the point-of-sale system upgrades that are costly but necessary to start-up
projects. What can USDA do within these cooperative agreements to allow those grantees
to be reimbursed while still maximizing the amount of funds going to the dairy incentives
themselves?

b. Can retailers access grant funds from the Electronic Healthy Incentives Pilot or other
grant or technical assistance programs to help cover the upfront costs for installing a
point-of-sale system for dairy incentives?

USDA Response

USDA is focused on putting fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and other healthy options within
reach of SNAP participants. One key way to do so, as you raise, is through our incentive
programs like Healthy Fluid Milk Incentive (HFMI) Project and through the Electronic Healthy
Incentives (eHIP) pilot.

The primary purpose of the HFMI project is to develop and test multiple approaches to increase
the purchase and consumption of qualifying fluid milk by SNAP households by providing them
an incentive at the point of purchase at authorized retailer locations. Auburn’s project expands
upon our previous work and takes a deeper dive into new approaches for maximizing use of the
qualifying fluid milk incentive by SNAP recipients. “Qualifying fluid milk” includes all varieties
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of pasteurized cow’s milk that (1) is without flavoring or sweeteners, (2) is consistent with the
most recent dietary recommendations, (3) is packaged in liquid form, and (4) contains vitamins
A and D at levels consistent with the Food and Drug Administration, State, and local standards
for fluid mitk.

Auburn University received the third HFMI grant award. Based on USDA’s experience with the
first two grant awards, requiring that SNAP participants purchase dairy items as the incentive for
the purchase of low-fat cow’s milk met with limited success. As noted in the recent USDA report
to Congress, in the first HFMI grant only $89 in dairy incentives were redeemed by SNAP
participants. To improve results, USDA expanded the incentive options to include allowing the
purchase of SNAP eligible items as an incentive for purchase of qualifying dairy items. Grant
applicants had the option to use one of five incentive models (e.g., incentivizing low-fat milk for
other dairy items or low-fat milk for SNAP eligible foods). Applicants, such as Auburn,
proposed the incentive model they would implement upon award based on their own assessment
of the best option or options.

Further, and for the first time, the HFMI grant solicitation offered an option to allow grant funds
to be used to cover the cost of point-of-sale upgrades in participating stores in target zones which
included:

e Tribal Lands and/or surrounding tribal communities;
e Rural communities as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau;
e Opportunity Zones, as defined by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS); and,

e Neighborhoods with contaminated water to mitigate lead absorption among SNAP
households.

eHIP will enable grantees to provide incentives and to test the delivery of incentives through
States’ electronic benefit transfer (EBT) systems, which is also known as EBT integration, to
incentivize and reward SNAP households for purchasing healthy foods. eHIP is focused on
leveraging the State SNAP EBT infrastructure for the delivery of the incentives to SNAP
participants. As outlined in the solicitation, applicants may propose to use grant funds for
independent retailers that sell sufficient quantities of qualifying fruits and vegetables and are
located in priority target areas for POS system costs to provide incentives though a process that
can be certified by the retailer’s third-party processor (TPP) and electronically tracked through
the POS system at the point of the qualifying purchase. Priority target areas include marginalized
and/or high food insecurity communities such as:

s Tribal Nations and/or surrounding tribal communities;
¢ Rural communities as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau;
e Persistent poverty counties, as defined by USDA ERA Poverty Area Measures; and,

e Low-income and low access census tracts, as defined by the USDA ERS Food Access
Research Atlas.

Senator John Thune
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1. Deputy Under Secretary Dean, I am following up on my question to you during the hearing on
USDA’s process of seeking approval from the Office of Management and Budget for the Thrifty
Food Plan update, which is expected to cost approximately $250 billion over 10 years.

a. Can you explain USDA’s collaboration with OMB on the TFP update? Please provide
a copy of OMB’s approval of the update, including emails, letters, or any other form of
documentation outlining the process and OMB’s approval of the update.

USDA Response

USDA consulted with OMB during the re-evaluation process, and we presented our model and
methodology to them. The model was largely similar to the model used previously, and any
changes were detailed in the methods section of the TFP 2021 report. Consistent with past
practice, OMB did not formally approve USDA’s re-evaluation.
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U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Farm Bill 2023: Nutrition Programs
February 16, 2023
Questions for the Record
Mrs. Cindy Long

Senator Michael F. Bennet

1. According to the Colorado School Nutrition Association, an organization that connects
farmers and ranchers with communities in need of healthy food, the USDA Fresh Fruit and
Vegetable Program is one of the nation’s most effective programs at exposing kids to fruits and
vegetables. This program has reduced childhood obesity rates in elementary schools by 3% at a
cost of only $50 to $75 per student. Unsurprisingly, demand for the program outpaces the
resources available.

a. What results have you seen in schools that participate in Fresh Fruit and Vegetable
Program?

b. What outcomes could we see if we expanded the program in elementary schools so that
all students, especially those from low-income families, have access to this more?

USDA Response

The Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) was last evaluated in School Year 2010-2011.
The evaluation found that, on days they received an FFVP snack, students in FFVP-participating
elementary schools consumed more fruits and vegetables than non-participating students. FFVP-
participating students consumed about one-third of a cup more of fruits and vegetables than
students in comparable non-participating schools. Consistent with this, students in FFVP-
participating schools consumed more carbohydrates, beta carotene, vitamins A and C, and fiber
than their counterparts in non-participating schools.

The majority of participating schools offered FFVP snacks three or more days each week. FFVP-
participating schools were more likely to offer nutrition education and promotion activities than
non-participating schools, and on average students in FFVP-participating schools reported more
positive attitudes towards fruits and vegetables.

Program policy has not changed significantly since this original evaluation, and the $50 to $75
per student per year allocation specified in the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 is
unchanged. Given these factors and other changes in the school meal environment, USDA plans
to re-visit the evaluation of FFVP in the near future to determine the extent to which these
impacts continue to hold.

Senator Ben Ray Lujan

1. Deputy Under Secretary Dean and Administrator Long, as we look towards the next Farm
Bill, what strategies can both Congress and USDA employ to expand access to locally
grown and culturally appropriate foods across the nutrition programs administered by FNS?

1
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USDA Response

USDA has leveraged several opportunities provided by Congress to expand access to locally
grown and culturally appropriate foods across nutrition assistance programs. We continue to
work with our colleagues across USDA to strengthen connections between farmers, ranchers,
and USDA nutrition programs through investments in local and regional food system
infrastructure and markets.

USDA receives dedicated funding to purchase traditional foods for the Food Distribution
Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) food package. Congress provides $5 million
specifically for the traditional food purchases, and USDA’s total spending on traditional foods
for FDPIR typically exceeds this amount, averaging between $8-$14 million in recent years.
USDA regularly consults with Tribal partners to identify opportunities to enhance the FDPIR
food package, including with respect to traditional foods. Importantly, in the 2018 Farm Bill,
Congress authorized up to $5 million per year for the FDPIR Self-Determination Demonstration
Project that empowers Tribal Organizations to procure and distribute local, regional, and/or
Tribal foods. Eight Tribal Organizations currently participate in the program, and the application
period for Round 2 of the project closed on January 31, 2023. USDA is considering all
applications for funding and plans to award the contracts as early as summer 2023.

In The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), Farm to Food Bank grants aim to reduce
waste while building relationships between agricultural producers and the local emergency food
system. In FY 2023, USDA provided $3.7 million to 28 States for projects that harvest, process,
package, or transport commodities donated by the agricultural industry to be used by emergency
feeding organizations. In addition, USDA recently collected feedback from TEFAP State
agencies and food banks about culturally responsive foods to inform decision making and
procurement strategies.

USDA also supports farmers who sell their products locally through direct marketing outlets,
such as farmers’ markets and roadside stands by providing a SNAP mobile payment application
and card readers to enable them to redeem SNAP benefits.

The Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP), authorized under the Farm Bill,
supports access to local foods, and is designed to provide low-income seniors with access to
locally grown fruits, vegetables, honey, and herbs; increase the domestic consumption of
agricultural commodities through farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and community supported
agricultural programs; and aid in the development of new and additional farmers’ markets,
roadside stands, and community support agricultural programs. In February 2023, USDA
awarded $50 million in funds provided by the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) to implement
SFMNP initiatives to maintain and improve supply chain resiliency.

While ARPA provided a significant, one-time infusion of funding to support the program’s
modernization and success, the annual funding level for SEMNP has remained unchanged since
2008. SFMNP funding is authorized and provided under the Farm Bill, at $20.6 million annually
via the Commodity Credit Corporation. Funding all new requesting State agencies, allowing
existing State agencies to expand their program without cutting benefits to other participants, and
supporting program improvements to ensure the long-term sustainability of the program would
require additional funding.
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Also, USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) has established the Local Food Purchase
Assistance Cooperative Agreement Program (LFPA) and the Local Food for Schools
Cooperative Agreement Program (LFS), both of which establish cooperative agreements to
strengthen our food systems through purchases of local foods for emergency food or school food
providers. Leveraging the purchasing power of the Federal government through local
procurement creates a win for local economies and for people’s health. It puts rural prosperity
front and center by adding value to food where it is produced so that capital stays within a
community, leading to longer term economic growth and vibrant rural communities. For LFPA,
AMS has awarded nearly $375 million in agreements with 48 states, four territories, and 24
tribes. For LFS, AMS has awarded more than $151 million in agreements with 33 states.

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP) nutrition
standards provide flexibility for local menu planners to adapt menus and offer foods that appeal
to their unique student populations’ dietary preferences. In addition, schools also receive
entitlement dollars to purchase food for their school meal programs via USDA Foods. USDA
Foods provides high-quality, 100 percent American grown food to schools, child-care facilities,
and institutions that participate in Child Nutrition Programs including the NSLP, the Child and
Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), and the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP). The
variety and versatility of USDA Foods products allow schools to develop their menus based on
their regional and cultural preferences while still meeting the required nutrition standards. FNS
also helps schools by making culturally appropriate foods available via the USDA Department of
Defense Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (USDA DoD Fresh).

Senator Cindy Hyde-Smith

1. The Food and Nutrition Service agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
issued a proposed rule to revise regulations governing the Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infant, and Children’s (WIC) food packages “to align them with the
current Dietary Guidelines for Americans and reflect recommendations made by the National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine (NASEM) in its 2017 report, ‘Review of
WIC Food Packages: Improving Balance and Choice.”” The proposed changes are, according
to the USDA, “intended to provide WIC participants with a wider variety of foods that align
with the latest nutritional science; provide WIC State agencies with greater flexibility to
prescribe and tailor food packages that accommodate participants' special dietary needs and
personal and cultural food preferences; provide more equitable access to supplemental foods;
and better promote and support individual breastfeeding goals of participants to help
establish successful long-term breastfeeding.” One aspect of this proposed rule includes the
specification that “all cereals on the State agency authorized food list must contain whole
grain as the first ingredient.”

a. Current USDA WIC dietary guidelines state that at least one-half of the total number
of breakfast cereals on the State agency's authorized food list must have whole grain
as the primary ingredient and meet labeling requirements for making a health claim as
a “whole grain food with moderate fat content” as defined in Table 4 of paragraph

(98]
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(e)(12) of 7 CFR 246.10. This is a minimum federal standard, meaning states can go
above and beyond this standard based on the unique dietary needs of their WIC
recipients. For example, for more than 10 years, the State of Oklahoma implemented
a stricter requirement for whole grain cereals in WIC.

b. Furthermore, in 2017, NASEM estimated a whole grain only-cereal policy would
result in a 10% rate of decline in the redemption of cereal benefits from 60% to 54%.
These calculations were based on Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) data from 2013
across five states. Yet NASEM did not consider any data from Oklahoma, the only
state that was implementing a whole grain only-cereal policy at the time. Oklahoma’s
whole grain-only cereal policy resulted in a far more significant drop in cereal
redemption, down to 36%. The omission of this data from the NASEM study calls
into question its estimate that such a policy would not significantly impact the
redemption rate of cereal among program participants.

USDA Response

USDA recently proposed changes to the WIC Food Packages to align with the current Dietary
Guidelines for Americans and recommendations in the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine’s (NASEM) 2017 report, “Review of WIC Food Packages:
Improving Balance and Choice.”

USDA is proposing to require all breakfast cereals meet the criteria for whole grain cereal, to
address inadequate consumption of whole grains and excess consumption of refined grains
among WIC participants, and as recommended by NASEM.

In its 2017 report, NASEM recommended all cereals provided through WIC meet the whole
grain criteria to better support the nutritional needs of WIC participants. The latest dietary
guidelines noted that nearly all Americans — 98 percent — do not meet recommendations for
whole grain intake and 74 percent exceed limits for refined grains. The 2017 report also cited
significant expansion in the availability of whole grain products in the marketplace in recent
years, including corn and rice-based options. Sufficient marketplace availability is an important
consideration before implementing this change, and USDA specifically requested comment on
the provision. USDA is currently reviewing all public comments received during the comment
period and will use this feedback to inform development of a final rule implementing changes.

When considering NASEM’s recommendations, USDA replicated NASEM’s analysis using
more recent and more comprehensive redemption data that USDA collected from 48 State
agencies — including Oklahoma and covering about 56 percent of all WIC participants.
According to this data, the breakfast cereal redemption rate in Oklahoma was similar to the
National breakfast cereal redemption rate in 2020. Specifically, the breakfast cereal redemption
rate in Oklahoma was about 44 percent from January to December 2020, which was only about 4
percentage points lower than the National breakfast cereal redemption rate of 48 percent during
that time. Many factors might have contributed to this modest difference in redemption rates.
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2. Given there is no current barrier to any state wanting to implement a whole grain-only cereal
policy, why is USDA mandating a new federal, whole grain-only cereal policy across all
states when states already have that flexibility?

USDA Response

The amounts and categories of foods provided by the WIC food packages are intended to
supplement an individual’s diet and provide specific nutrients determined by nutritional research
to be lacking in the diets of WIC’s target population. According to the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans, 2020-2025, 98 percent of Americans fall below recommendations for whole grain
intake and 74 percent exceed limits for refined grains. Specific to the population served by WIC,
100 percent of pregnant, postpartum or breastfeeding women, and about 93 percent of children
do not meet recommended whole grain intakes. For breakfast cereal, as recommended by
NASEM, USDA proposes to require that WIC-eligible whole grain breakfast cereals contain a
whole grain as the first ingredient, and that all WIC-eligible breakfast cereals meet this criteria.
Breakfast cereals must also contain 28 mg of iron per 100 grams. These proposed changes are
expected to improve dietary quality by increasing foods under consumed, including whole
grains, and increase intakes of key nutrients such as dietary fiber and folate.

3. Given the USDA’s proposed rule was largely based on NASEM’s whole grain-only cereal
recommendation, why didn’t USDA question the omission of Oklahoma’s EBT data or
consider more recent data to better understand its impact before proposing a new federal
standard for cereal purchases among WIC recipients

USDA Response

USDA considered a number of factors in developing the proposed revisions and to ensure the
WIC Food Packages align with the latest science and advance nutrition security, including
recommendations from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine in its
independent report of the WIC food packages completed in 2017; the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans, 2020-2025 which include new recommendations specifically for pregnant and
postpartum women and children under age 2; and feedback from participants, state and tribal
partners, and other government agencies.

FNS actively encouraged public comment on the proposed rule “Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC): Revisions in the WIC Food Packages.” When
considering NASEM’s recommendations, USDA replicated NASEM’s analysis using more
recent and more comprehensive redemption data that USDA collected from 48 State agencies —
including Oklahoma--and covering about 56 percent of all WIC participants. According to this
data, the breakfast cereal redemption rate in Oklahoma was similar to the National breakfast
cereal redemption rate in 2020. Specifically, the breakfast cereal redemption rate in Oklahoma
was about 44 percent from January to December 2020, which was only about 4 percentage points
lower than the National breakfast cereal redemption rate of 48 percent during that time. Many
factors might have contributed to this modest difference in redemption rates.
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4. 100 percent juice is a nutrient-dense beverage, a major source of vitamin C in the diet, and
one of the primary beverages recommended for consumption in the 2020 Dietary Guidelines
for Americans. The current WIC proposal offers 0 fl oz of juice for the non-breastfeeding
mother.

a. Given that 100 percent juice provides essential vitamins and minerals, and hydration,
as well as an easy way to increase fruit consumption, why has 100 percent juice been
removed/decreased in WIC packages?

b. Would the agency be willing to increase the juice allocation for the WIC Postpartum
(non-breastfeeding) Food Package VI?

USDA Response

As recommended by NASEM and to align with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, USDA
proposed a reduction to juice in the child, pregnant, and breastfeeding food packages and to
eliminate juice for postpartum participants. The proposed rule notes that the DGA emphasizes
the consumption of whole forms of fruits and vegetables over juice and recommends limits on
the amount of juice consumed as part of a healthy dietary pattern. Juice is lower in dietary fiber
when compared to whole fruits or vegetables, a dietary component of public health concern for
underconsumption.
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