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Oversight: Distributing Unused School Lunches to Poor New Yorkers
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Title:
Resolution urging the New York City Board of Education to implement a school lunch recovery program based on the United States Department of Agriculture’s Food Recovery and Gleaning Program, where excess food would be donated to emergency food programs and soup kitchens.

On Thursday, January 18, 2001, the City Council’s Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen DiBrienza, will consider Resolution No. 1627 and discuss possible strategies for distributing unused school lunches to poor New Yorkers.  Invited to testify at the hearing are Kathy Goldman, Executive Director of the Community Food Resource Center; Joel Berg of the United States Department of Agriculture; Julia Erickson, Executive Director of City Harvest; and Barbara Gulotta and Diane Jones of the Office of School Food and Nutrition Services at the New York City Board of Education. 

BACKGROUND

From the 1960s to mid 1970s, the Federal government implemented several programs that became the backbone of an ambitious effort to eliminate hunger and malnutrition among America’s low-income population.  In 1965, Congress expanded a demonstration project into a national entitlement program when it passed the Food Stamp Act.  The following year, the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 was passed leading to the establishment of the School Breakfast Program.  By 1972, the United States Department of Agriculture (“USDA”) had initiated the Special Supplemental Food Program for Women, Infants and Children (“WIC”) and amendments to the Older Adults Act of 1965 provided funding for congregate and home-delivered meals for senior citizens.  By 1980, the United States came close to eliminating hunger.  

Unfortunately, hunger reemerged as a major problem in the early 80’s.  This reemergence was attributed to high rates of unemployment, wage reductions, price inflation, several regional economic recessions, and the Federal Government’s decision to reduce spending on domestic social welfare programs.  Despite the long economic expansion period the country is currently experiencing, hunger is still a major problem and has become progressively worse.  According to estimates by the USDA, there are over 30 million Americans nationwide in danger of going hungry.  In New York City, the USDA reports that there are nearly 400,000 people, approximately 118,000 of them children, that are suffering from “moderate to severe” hunger.
 

As the number of hungry people began to increase over the past two decades, so did the number of not-for-profit community based emergency food providers.  In New York City, there were approximately 30 emergency food programs in 1981.  By 1997, that number had grown to approximately 1,000 programs.  These emergency food programs, commonly referred to as soup kitchens and food pantries, are run largely by churches, synagogues and mosques. These organizations serve over 60 million meals a year to half a million New Yorkers.  Together, these programs provide free meals each month to this City’s most vulnerable citizens: the unemployed, families with children, the physically and mentally ill, the homeless, seniors on fixed incomes and people with AIDS. 

Unfortunately, over the last several years a number of soup kitchens and food pantries have been unable to meet the growing demand for food.  This was of such great concern to the Committee on General Welfare, that on September 16, 1997, the Committee held an oversight hearing titled, “The Status of Food Assistance Programs in New York City: The First in a Series of Briefings on Social Welfare Issues.”  During the hearing, numerous witnesses testified regarding inability of numerous emergency food programs to meet the need for food and how some of these programs had to actually turn people away. 

It appears that four years after the initial Committee hearing not much has changed. A report recently released by the U.S. conference of Mayors titled, “A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities,” found that requests for emergency food assistance increased by an average of 17 percent, with 83 percent of the cities registering an increase.
  Furthermore, a Hunger Fact Sheet released by the New York City Coalition Against Hunger on October 14, 1999, reported that requests for emergency food in New York City grew by 36% from January 1998 to January 1999.  In addition, The Hunger Fact Sheet indicated that 73,832 hungry people in New York City were turned away by 221 emergency food programs in January 1999 alone, the equivalent of 2,382 people per day.
  

In 1996, the USDA foresaw the problems caused by this increase in demand and shortage of supply.  Knowing that an estimated 30 million Americans were in danger of going hungry and that 96 billion pounds of food were being wasted at the retail and food service levels, the USDA began a Food Recovery and Gleaning Initiative.  As part of this initiative, in July 1998 the USDA established a Food Recovery and Gleaning Grants Project that awarded one-year grants of up to $10,000 to twelve school districts around the country so they could help promote food recovery and gleaning efforts at the school level. Two of the schools chosen as part of the Project were located within New York State -- the Hewlett-Woodmere Union Free School District and the Lawrence Union Free School District. 

The twelve school districts used their USDA funds to help them recover food from their cafeterias and donate it to the needy.  As a result of the Food Recovery and Gleaning Grants Project, the United States Department of Agriculture was able to issue a report titled, “Best Practices for Food Recovery and Gleaning in the National School Lunch Program, SY 1998-1999.”  The Report contains descriptions of the school food recovery efforts at the twelve selected school districts that can serve as models for other school districts in the country that want to get involved in donating excess food to the needy. 

Since the release of the report, questions have been raised about the possibility of the New York City Board of Education implementing a Food Recovery and Gleaning Program. The Board of Education currently has one of the largest food preparation programs in the nation, preparing approximately 810,000 meals on a daily basis.  Due to numerous factors such as student absences and school field trips, the Board of Education does not serve all of the meals allotted to it and almost always discards the majority of meals that are left over. According to some food recovery and gleaning advocates, if just 2 1/2 to 5% of the meals served in the New York City public school system could be recovered, between 20,000 and 40,000 additional meals could be served to the poor each day. This food recovery and gleaning program would help the efforts of the soup kitchens and food pantries that are struggling to meet the demand for food. 

During today’s hearing, the Committee will consider Res. No. 1627 which calls upon the New York City Board of Education to implement a school lunch recovery program to help feed the poor.  The Committee will hear from witnesses regarding the USDA’s Food Recovery and Gleaning Initiative and discuss possible strategies for implementing a food recovery and gleaning program in New York City where unused school lunches would be donated to emergency food programs and soup kitchens and then distributed to poor New Yorkers. 

� According to a City Harvest Childhood Hunger Fact Sheet.


� A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities, 2000, A 25 City Survey, December 2000.


� According to a Hunger Fact Sheet released by the New York City Coalition Against Hunger, October 14, 1999.
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