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INTRODUCTION
Good afternoon Chair Levin and members of the New York City Council Committee on General
Welfare. My name is Rachel Sabella and I am the Director of Government Relations at Food
Bank For New York City. Food Bank appreciates the opportunity to present testimony today to
the City Council for this resolution urging Congress to reject proposed reforms to cut funding to
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as food stamps) and to
reject efforts to convert the program into a block grant.
First, Food Bank For New York City thanks the City Council for your continued commitment to
addressing the issue of hunger and ensuring that all New Yorkers have access to affordable,
nutritious food. We are grateful for the City Council’s longstanding leadership on this issue, and
pleased to see continued progress on anti-hunger initiatives this past year. The Council’s
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instrumental role in securing three consecutive years of historic increases to emergency food
funding, through both the City’s Emergency Food Assistance Program (EFAP) and the Council’s
Food Pantries Initiative – including the creation of 25 new school pantries – has been especially
appreciated, alongside other robust efforts to support food-insecure New Yorkers.
For more than 30 years, Food Bank For New York City has been the city’s major hunger-relief
organization, working to end food poverty throughout the five boroughs. Nearly one in five New
York City residents relies on our programs and services. Through our network of 1,000 charities
and schools citywide, Food Bank’s food distribution provides approximately 63 million free
meals for New Yorkers in need. Food Bank For New York City’s income support services,
including SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) enrollment and free tax
assistance for the working poor, put more than $150 million each year into the pockets of New
Yorkers, helping them to afford food and achieve greater dignity and independence. In addition,
Food Bank’s nutrition education programs and services empower more than 45,000 children,
teens and adults to sustain a healthy diet on a low budget. Working toward long-term solutions
to food poverty, Food Bank develops policy and conducts research to inform community and
government efforts.
My testimony today will focus on the importance of protecting and strengthening the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, SNAP (formerly known as food stamps). SNAP is a
crucial entitlement program defending 41.5 million Americans against hunger. In its current form
SNAP is able to respond to growths in population, dips in the economy, and other variables of
need among our most vulnerable neighbors. As you will hear today, Food Bank For New York
City along with anti-hunger advocates from across the nation, encourages our national law
makers to defend SNAP against any budget cuts or structural changes. We urge Congress to
protect and strengthen SNAP, and appreciate all efforts by the New York City Council

HUNGER IN NYC
Our city measures food insecurity – the lack of access to sufficient food for an active, healthy life
– using the Meal Gap, which represents, in lost meals, the financial resources food-insecure
households need – but lack – to maintain an adequate diet year-round.1
New York City’s meal gap (as of 2015, the most recent year for which data is available) is
225 million meals.2 Disaggregated by borough, the Meal Gap for:
 the Bronx is 41.2 million;
 Brooklyn is 87.6 million;
 Manhattan is 40.6 million;
 Queens is 47.4 million; and
 Staten Island is 7.9 million.
When individuals or families struggle to afford food, a robust safety net of anti-hunger policies
and programs provides a backstop against hunger for poor and vulnerable Americans.
1

The meal gap was developed for Feeding America by food insecurity expert Dr. Craig Gundersen of the University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. When the City Council legislated that the Administration report food insecurity
annually as part of its food metrics report, the Meal Gap was adopted by the City of New York as its official food
insecurity metric.
2
Gundersen, C., A. Dewey, A. Crumbaugh, M. Kato & E. Engelhard. Map the Meal Gap 2017: Food Insecurity and
Child Food Insecurity Estimates at the County Level. Feeding America, 2017.
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The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
SNAP is our nation’s first line of defense against hunger. It is a means-tested program that
provides households who meet the eligibility critieria a monthly food budget that enables them to
purchase the food they need at a variety of retailers, from supermarkets to farmers markets. As
of December 2016, approximately 1.7 million New York City residents receive SNAP, with
household benefits averaging $260 per month.3
Emergency Food
A network of close to 1,000 food pantries, soup kitchens and other community-based
organizations provide food for free to those who need it. This charitable network serves nearly
1.4 million New York City residents; of them, approximately 77 percent are United States
citizens.4

SNAP IS THE FIRST LINE OF DEFENSE AGAINST HUNGER
SNAP is our nation’s first line of defense against hunger. A federal entitlement program, SNAP
now provides food assistance to 41.5 million Americans.5 SNAP is effective and efficient, and it
is countercyclical, meaning has the flexibility to grow to meet rising economic need.
Nearly 1.7 million New York City residents (almost one in five) currently rely on SNAP to
keep food on the table,6 with a monthy household benefit that has been averaging
approximately $260 since the SNAP cuts of November 2013 – a reduction of approximately $18
per month, or $200 per year.7
Food Bank For New York City analysis finds that, to date, the cuts have cost New York City
residents more than $540 million in lost benefits that could have been used to purchase food for
more than 161 million meals.8
The White House Fiscal Year 2018 budget proposal includes deep and significant cuts to
resources for poor and vulnerable New Yorkers. With multiple assaults on the safety net, this
proposal, if enacted, would only increase food insecurity. One of the most significant cuts
targets SNAP - $193 billion in cuts over 10 years.
SNAP was designed to respond to changes in need as an entitlement program. The number of
people relying on SNAP rises during economic downturn and shrinks as the economy improves.
The flexibility of SNAP along with its efficiency in providing benefits- 95% of the budget for
SNAP goes directly into benefits as well as an error rate of less than 4%- has served low
income Americans in need well over time.9

3

New York State Office of Taemporary and Disasbility Assistance.
Hunger’s New Normal: Redefining Emergency in Post-Recession New York City. Food Bank For New York City.
October 2013.
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Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) National Monthly Data, May 2017 (latest available month).
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Data accessed August, 2017.
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New York City Human Resources Administration (HRA) as of December 2016.
7
Still Scaling the Hunger Cliff: Need at NYC Food Pantries & Soup Kitchens. Food Bank For New York City.
November 2016.
8
Ibid.
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Millions of Meals Lost Under a SNAP Block Grant. Feeding America. January 2017
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Proposals to change SNAP to a block grant would give states a fixed amount of funding per
year. Meaning New York State would be provided with funding that has been predetermined
and would not be able to grow with need caused by changes in the economy at the local, state,
or federal level. According to Feeding America, proposed block granting would result in more
than 750 million meals lost per year in New York State alone.10 A change like block granting to
the structure of SNAP would lead to the reduction or complete loss of benefits for millions of
Americans during a time of sustained elevated need.
Past programs intended to support those living in poverty, like Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF), have been shifted from entitlement to block granting in recent years. When the
Great Recession hit families across the United States, TANF dollars were stretched thin. Often
times, TANF dollars are shifted from helping struggling families to filling the gaps in other budget
shortfalls and state priorities.11
We must protect and strengthen SNAP as an entitlement program that is timely, temporary, and,
targeted to help the most vulnerable Americans.





The proposed cuts to SNAP would increase demand on the charitable food system at a
time when these organizations are already stretched to meet sustained high needs. 12
Though food banks like Food Bank For New York City make a difference, national
programs like SNAP reach far more people. In fact, charitable food programs only
provide 10% of the meals that SNAP does13
In NYC, SNAP provides more meals to New Yorkers in need in ten weeks than our
entire network of soup kitchens and food pantries in an entire year.
Approximately 339,000 New York City children under the age of 18, or approximately 1
in 5 (19%) already rely on soup kitchens and food pantries.14

SUMMARY
Food Bank for New York City is grateful for the opportunity to speak in support of this resolution.
Block granting and cuts to SNAP would have a devastating effect across the country and
especially in New York City. We are grateful to the New York City Council for its continued
commitment and efforts to supporting anti-hunger efforts. Thank you.
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Ibid
Lessons from TANF: Block-Granting a Safety-Net Program Has Significantly Reduced Its Effectiveness. Center for
Budget and Policy Priorities. February 2017
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Meeting NYC’s Need: Food Bank network needs assessment (February 2017)
Source?
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Hunger’s New Normal: Redefining Emergency in Post-Recession New York City. Food Bank For New York City.
October 2013.
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