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June 28, 2021

Deputy Under Secretary Stacy Dean
United States Department of Agriculture
Food and Nutrition Service

130 Braddock Place Ste. 200
Alexandria, VA 22314

Dear Deputy Under Secretary Stacy Dean:

At the American Public Human Services Association (APHSA) we believe in thriving communities built on
human potential. Access to desirable and adequate food and nutrition is an essential step toward achieving this
vision. As the bipartisan, national membership association representing state and local health and human services
agencies, we believe that an integrated approach that looks at how food and other foundational supports interact is
critical to support the well-being of people and communities. As USDA considers the current state of the Thrifty
Food Plan (TFP), we urge the administration to take action based on evidence of what works, centered on our
understanding of food as a social determinant of health and the historical and current structural inequities in food
access in our country.

Investments in Food and Nutrition Are Investments in Health and Well-Being

Bolstering nutrition supports provides both an immediate return on investment and a down payment for future
health and well-being. After the 16% SNAP increase authorized in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
of 2009 (ARRA), food insecurity for low-income households fell by 2.2%.! When we reduce food insecurity,
people are less likely to suffer from chronic illnesses such as Type 2 Diabetes, hypertension, high cholesterol, and
heart and kidney disease, as well as poorer general and mental health.?2 Consequently, actions to reduce food
insecurity have a direct impact on healthcare spending; adults with higher food insecurity are 47% more likely to
visit the emergency room and spend 54% more days in the hospital.> Compared to non-SNAP recipients, adults in
SNAP households are shown to report better health outcomes and a reduced likelihood of nursing home and
hospital visits. These better long-term health outcomes are also found for future generations of children who
receive SNAP, in addition to higher educational attainment compared to their peers that were not in SNAP
households.*

These data reinforce what we innately know to be true: when we remove the physical, mental, and financial stress
of not knowing how you will be able to provide enough healthy and desirable food on the table for your family,
we return power back to people to live their lives to their fullest potential. Yet, the evidence is clear that the
current Thrifty Food Plan is inadequate to wholly address this need. While SNAP is proven to significantly reduce
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food insecurity and food hardship, it still leaves the majority of recipients food insecure.® In research just released
by USDA, 88% of SNAP participants reported facing at least one barrier to achieving a healthy diet throughout
the month, with the most common barrier (reported by 61% of SNAP participants) being the affordability of
healthy foods such as lean meat and fresh fruits and vegetables.® Additional barriers included access to
transportation and distance to grocery outlets, time needed to shop for and prepare food, and space to store food.
Research has shown that when SNAP benefits are increased, food expenditure increases, and when SNAP benefits
are decreased, such as after the expiration of the SNAP benefit increase from ARRA, food expenditure again
reverts, decreasing affordability of a healthy diet.’

Improvements to the Thrifty Food Plan Should Address Longstanding Disparities in Food Access and
Insecurity

Food insecurity inequitably affects communities of color, who across the country have disproportionately less
access and choices for food and nutrition that meet the needs of their families. In 2019, Black and Hispanic
households faced an average of 19% and 15.6% food insecurity, respectively, compared to the national average of
10.5%.8 This disparity has only been exacerbated in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, where 40% of
Hispanic/Latinx and Black families experienced food insecurity in September 2020, compared with a rate of only
15% in white families.® Federal nutrition COVID policy responses, including expansion of Emergency
Allotments, the temporary increase in SNAP benefits, and Pandemic EBT, have all contributed to a significant
decrease in food insecurity over the past several months. Yet, in April 2021, Black and Hispanic/Latinx
households still faced food insecurity at twice the rate of white households (20%, 26%, and 12%, respectively).X
We witness these same disparities across health outcomes related to food and nutrition security. In 2017-2018,
the CDC found that 50% of Black adults and 45% of Hispanic adults faced obesity, compared to 42% of white
adults.!! Similarly, the rates for Type 2 Diabetes were 15% for American Indians/Alaska Natives, 12.5% for
Hispanic adults, and 12% for Black adults, compared to 7.5% for white adults.'? We must also understand varying
levels of access in regard to the build environment, including proximity to grocery outlets and available
transportation. A study of four metro areas found that due to ongoing effects of discriminatory housing practices,
people of color continue to face less access to safe and affordable transportation.®® It is undeniable that the root
causes of hunger and food insecurity are linked with social and environmental contexts, and disproportionately
affect people based on their race and access to resources in society.

These inequities are reflected in the current design of the Thrifty Food Plan, and we urge USDA to take proactive
steps in its updates to break down barriers that have been placed on communities of color in accessing food over
the past generations. Specific aspects of the Thrifty Food Plan that should be revisited with an equity lens include,
but are not limited to, the following:
e Foods and diets that the TFP is based upon — The current basket used to create the TFP includes
westernized foods that do not accurately represent the typical diets of many people who utilize SNAP.
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e Access to full-service grocery stores — Across the United States, there are large inequities in the
availability of healthy food retail, with significantly less full-service grocery stores in majority-Black or
Hispanic communities compared to neighboring white communities.** The lack of available options
exacerbates the need for safe and affordable transportation and account for time and money for people to
travel to purchase food.

e Availability, variety, and price disparities of food — Relating to the lack of grocery options, people who
live in areas with less full-service grocery retailers also have significantly reduced options, especially in
food categories that are encouraged in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, such as fresh fruits and
vegetables, whole grains, and lean meats. These healthier options also tend to be more expensive in areas
with less food access, including rural communities.™

Changes to the Thrifty Food Plan Present a Tremendous Opportunity to Build a Stronger, More Equitable
Society

We know that when nutrition needs are met and hunger is not an additional stressor, families can better focus on
what they need to thrive, promoting well-being across people and systems. To move health and human services
upstream, we must recognize and acknowledge the interconnectedness of nutrition and food security with
comprehensive health and well-being. When families do not have to worry about whether they will be able to put
food on the table tonight or at the end of the month, they are able to better work to strengthen other building
blocks that are needed to thrive, such as finding safe and affordable housing, childcare, and attaining gainful
employment. As a critical social determinant of health, increasing access to affordable, sufficient, culturally
appropriate, and desirable food can make a significant impact in advancing an equitable nation that promotes
well-being for families and communities.

Thank you for your continued efforts to work towards a food system that meets the immediate and long-term
needs of children and families. We look forward to working together on increasing food security in the coming
months. Please reach out to Matthew Lyons at mlyons@aphsa.org with any questions or further discussion.

Sincerely,
Duke Storen Belit Burke
Chair, APHSA Leadership Council _ _ Chair, American Association of SNAP Directors
Commissioner, Vlrglnla Department of Social Services Strategic |ntegrated Po||Cy Administrator

Oregon Department of Human Services
Matthew Lyons

;7
7 , &
Director, Policy and Research
American Public Human Services Association
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