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Even counties thought to be invulnerable 
are showing signs of hunger and 
homelessness. Here, a homeless couple 
in Contra Costa County lives in a park just 
yards away from a children's soccer 
game. Task force combats hunger in 

Contra Costa County 
Mary Lavender Fuji 

espite the abundant output of the 
state's agricultural industry, 

more than 3.6 million Californians, or 
one in eight people, are at risk of going 
to bed hungry. Of the state's children, 
one in five are at risk. This population 
does not have enough money to meet 
basic living expenses - including 
food. They live at or below poverty 
line, the income level determined by 
the federal government as the mini- 
mum necessary to meet life's basic 
needs. The 1994 annual poverty 
threshold for a family of three is 
$12,320. Yet even this amount does not 
guarantee adequate food, either in 
quantity or quality, to provide a 
healthful diet. For the majority of 
people living at or below poverty 
level, there is simply not enough 

money to pay for housing, utilities, 
transportation, clothing, laundry, sup- 
plies and food throughout the month. 

In Contra Costa County, considered 
one of the most affluent counties in the 
state, 57,000 people lived in poverty in 
1990, according to the latest census. 
Although the view from the freeway 
gives the impression of success and vi- 
tality, it has long been evident to local 
health and social service professionals 
that many residents suffer the effects 
of poverty. In 1987, a Hunger Task 
Force was formed (see box, p. 17) to 
document the nature and extent of 
hunger, and develop and implement 
strategies to alleviate the problem. 
This task force, composed of represen- 
tatives from local private and public 
educational, health, social service and 
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religious agencies undertook a re- 
search project to survey people stand- 
ing in line for free food in Contra 
Costa County. 

The Hunger Task Force undertook 
a systematic assessment of the 
county’s hunger problem in 1987 and 
again in 1992. For both studies, they 
compiled county statistics indicating 
the number of people served by chari- 
table and public food assistance pro- 
grams from soup kitchens to school 
lunch programs. Task force members 
then interviewed more than 325 
people who received free food from 
emergency food pantries, soup kitch- 
ens and USDA commodity distribu- 
tion sites. These emergency food re- 
cipients were asked to provide 
information about their housing, 
health and general economic situa- 
tions, as well as why they asked for 
help and how often they or members 
of their family went to bed hungry. 

The results of the studies were dis- 
turbing. While the numbers of people 
going hungry do not nearly equal 
those of counties such as Los Angeles, 
which have large urban areas, it is evi- 
dent that hunger exists and is increas- 
ing in an area previously considered 
immune to such problems. Emergency 
food pantries, which provide recipi- 
ents with a 3-day supply of food, had 
already seen a 39% increase in the 
numbers they were serving from 1985- 
87; by 1987, they were serving 5,240 
people per month. Three new soup 
kitchens opened that year, bringing to 
eight the total number of places where 
families could come for a hot meal. Of 
those eight, four served meals daily or 
during weekdays, while the other half 
offered meals much less often. 

In 1987, these soup kitchens were 
already serving twice to three times 
the anticipated number of people - 
an estimated 900 per month. The 
USDA commodity distribution sites 
were handing out a relatively attrac- 
tive basket of food, including 5-pound 
blocks of American cheese, to 13,000 
people per month. 

By 1992, the situation had wors- 
ened noticeably, especially for chil- 
dren. Although fewer people lined up 
for food dispensed at USDA sites 
(1 1,600 compared to 13,000 five years 
earlier) the food bags were smaller 
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and inconsistent, often not including 
all the staples provided in the earlier 
bags. Soup kitchens were now serving 
an estimated 2,000 people per month. 
But the largest increase was borne by 
the food pantries, which served 11,000 
people per month in 1992 - double 
the numbers served just 5 years ear- 
lier. 

The profile of hunger 
In 1992, children under 18 ac- 

counted for 43% of those who received 
free food, compared to 34% of recipi- 
ents in 1987. This finding is consistent 
with a nationwide profile of free food 
recipients completed by the Second 
Harvest National Food Bank Network 
in late 1993 (see sidebar, p. 14). In 
Contra Costa in 1992, almost one in five 
beneficiaries was under the age of six. 
This is particularly disturbing since 
the effects of hunger, physical as well 
as psychological, can last a lifetime. 

Asked how often they went hungry 
on a scale ranging from never to al- 
ways, half of the adults reported going 
without food sometimes or often. Fif- 
teen percent of children went to bed 
hungry at least on occasion, with some 
parents indicating this happened on a 
regular basis. 

Neither the breakup of the nuclear 
family nor transience could explain 
the prevalence of hunger in Contra 
Costa in 1992. Two-parent families 
made up the largest group of people 
who sought food aid (table I). Three- 
quarters of all recipients rented or 
owned housing (table 2). Almost all 
(98%) lived in the county, with half 
having lived in Contra Costa for more 
than 4 years. 

The ethnic makeup of those who 
stood in line for free food in 1992 mir- 
rored the ethnic makeup of the 
county‘s known poor. Whites repre- 
sented the largest group, making up 
45% of recipients. Blacks accounted for 
36% of recipients, while Hispanics 
made up 16%, Asians 2% and Native 
Americans 1 %. The largest discrep- 
ancy between emergency food recipi- 
ents and the general poverty popula- 
tion was for Asians, who made up 
almost 10% of people in poverty, yet 
accounted for only 2% of those who 
sought emergency food. Further study 
is needed to determine if the emer- 
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Increasingly, families are the most frequent participants in emergency food programs, 
with children making up almost half of those who receive free food. 

gency food network could do more to 
reach out to these communities in 
more culturally appropriate ways. 

The recipients’ stated reasons for 
seeking food included losing their jobs 
or being injured and unable to work 
(table 3). The prevailing feeling was 
one of shame for needing free food. 
Many stated that they were “hard 
workers” who never dreamed they 

would come to rely on charity to feed 
their family. 

Minimum wage is not enough 
It is not hard to understand why 

someone would face household food 
shortages when trying to support a 
family of three on $657 a month, 
which was the average income for a 
family of this size in the 1992 study. 
This amount is 30% below the poverty 
level. It is expected to cover all living 
expenses for a month. In addition to 
food, this includes housing, utilities, 
supplies, clothing, transportation and 
child care costs. Most of these ex- 
penses are fixed costs; the rent is not 
negotiable with the landlord and bus 
fare is a set amount. After the bills are 
paid, there is often no money left for 
food. 

As in other areas of the state, the 
average family spent almost half of its 
income on housing. Another 13% went 
to utilities, water and telephone. Since 
fewer than two in five emergency food 
recipients owned cars, they relied on 
walking or public transportation. 
Some recipients walked several miles 
to get a meal at a soup kitchen. 

Even those working full time for 
minimum wage could not stay out of 
poverty. While slightly more than half 
(52%) of the adults surveyed were out 
of work, another 16% were employed 
at low-wage jobs ranging from factory 
and automotive jobs to child care. The 
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remaining 32% were homemakers, stu- 
dents, retired or disabled adults. For 
those who did work, the mathematics 
were discouraging. The minimum 
wage is $4.25 per hour. Yet it would 
have to be $6.00 per hour for a family 
of three to be above the poverty line 
and able to afford life’s basics. 

The Food Stamp program is the 
USDA entitlement program meant to 
supplement a family’s food budget to 
alleviate hunger. Yet over half of those 
who stood in line for free food also re- 
ceived food stamps every month. They 
still depended on charity because, for 
most food stamp recipients, one 
month’s allocation is only enough to 
buy food for two weeks. The average 
monthly food stamp benefit for a fam- 
ily of three in Contra Costa is now 
$134, or 50 cents per meal per person. 

Budget cuts in other social service 
areas have combined to make the situ- 
ation even more dire. Recipients of 
free food who depend on Aid to Fami- 
lies with Dependent Children, Supple- 
mental Security Income or Social Secu- 
rity benefits, have seen their benefits 
decrease during the last 5 years due to 
inflation and cuts in state spending. 

Hunger increased in 1992 
In 1992 Contra Costa food pantries 

distributed food to 125,000 people. 
More than 250,000 meals were served 
at soup kitchens. It is clear that food 
pantries and soup kitchens, most 
sponsored by religious and nonprofit 
organizations, are taking on a larger 
role in the battle against hunger. Yet, 
even though they serve as a crucial 
stop-gap, they cannot be considered 
the long-term solution to hunger. 

Comparing data from the two hun- 
ger surveys yielded disturbing results. 
Emergency food pantries and soup 
kitchens served nearly twice as many 
people in 1992 as they did in 1987. 
Among their recipients were increas- 
ing numbers of children who went to 
bed hungry, as well as adults who 
found it necessary to skip meals. 
Clearly, both the number of people ex- 
periencing hunger and the severity of 
their need had grown - at a rate ex- 
ceeding the capability of emergency 
food providers. 

The choice between homelessness 
and hunger is a real one which many 

families confront constantly. In 1992 a 
quarter of food recipients were home- 
less, a small decrease from 1987, when 
31 % of recipients were homeless, liv- 
ing in a shelter, car, motel, or with 
family or friends. While this may 
strike one as an optimistic figure on 
the surface, it also suggests the possi- 
bility that many do not have enough 
money for both food and housing. 
When confronted with the difficult 
choice of spending their last remaining 
dollars on shelter or food, more are 
now choosing to stay housed as long 
as possible and taking their chances on 
handouts of food for themselves and 
their children. Although anyone can 
line up to eat at a soup kitchen when 
it’s open, such facilities depend on 
charity and may run out of food. For 
the same reason, the food they offer 
may not be nutritionally adequate. 
While hungry people may obtain 3 
days‘ supply of groceries at food pan- 
tries and USDA sites, they are re- 
stricted to receiving this benefit twice 
every 6 months or once a month, re- 
spectively. Clearly, charities cannot 
fulfill the food needs of any family or 
even any one individual. 

Research promotes hunger relief 
The results of this research have 

been put to good use locally. Data 
from each report have been used by 
local providers of emergency food to 
expand services into identified areas 
of need. After discovering in the 1987 
survey that food stamps were under- 
utilized by emergency food recipients, 
task force members decided to initiate 
a food stamp outreach campaign. 
Contra Costa County was the only 
county in the state to receive federal 
matching funds to implement such a 
program. In its 2 years of existence, 
this program helped increase food 
stamp usage in Contra Costa by 64% 
compared to an average increase of 
36% for the state. 

The studies have also been the im- 
petus behind expansion of local child 
nutrition programs. After reviewing 
the 1987 findings, the local school dis- 
trict with the highest rate of eligibility 
for free and reduced-priced school 
meals in the county reinstituted its 
school breakfast program. The next 
year an additional 10,000 needy stu- 
dents had breakfast available at 
school. The Hunger Task Force also 
succeeded in expanding summer feed- 
ing programs so that children had ac- 
cess to a nutritious meal when school 
was not in session. Since 1987, almost 
1,000 additional children have begun 
participating in the Summer Food Pro- 
gram. 

The Contra Costa County Food 
Bank has also responded to research 
results by starting the ”Prepared 
Foods Program,” where trained food 
bank staff collect wholesome foods do- 
nated by restaurants, caterers and 
other commercial food service opera- 
tions and take them to soup kitchens 
to feed the ever-growing number of 
guests. ”Food for Children” is another 
program developed to meet the needs 
of preschool-aged children unable to 
participate in other food assistance 
programs. In this program, specially 
prepared bags of groceries are given 
each month to needy families with 
young children. 

Efforts continue 
Hunger Task Force members con- 

tinue to promote and facilitate the ex- 
pansion of publicly funded food assis- 
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tance programs for children, pregnant 
and breast-feeding women, families 
and seniors. The University, through 
Cooperative Extension, has played, 
and should continue to play, an im- 
portant and appropriate role in this ef- 
fort. In the Contra Costa studies, the 
University’s involvement was critical 
in providing the research tools en- 
abling those concerned to do a cred- 
ible job of documenting the problem 
and framing the issues. The survey 
tool used in the two studies was devel- 
oped, tested and validated by Coop- 
erative Extension, and has been used 
statewide. 

Conditions change so that these 
programs will need continual support 
just to maintain an adequate level of 
service. Private agencies will continue 
to need technical information and 
training enabling them to meet the 
needs of the families who depend on 
them. A hunger survey is planned for 
1997 to monitor the situation. Until 
economic conditions change, and 
counties are hunger-free, the need for 
these collaborative efforts is still there. 
The task force’s accomplishments re- 
flect the synergy of coordinated efforts 
reproducible anywhere. 
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adult programs in  nutrition and foods at 
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nized the Contra Costa County Hunger 
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the County Health Department‘s Preven- 
tion Program. 
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Copies of the Hunger Task Force re- 
ports are available from the autkor. 

How rural communities can 
learn from the Amin experience 
Patricia Harrison 

he Bracero Program of the 1960s 
allowed Mexican farm laborers to 

be brought legally into California for 
short periods of time. Since the end of 
the program in 1965, rural communi- 
ties have faced increasingly serious 
and complex farmworker housing 
shortages as a greater number of farm- 
workers and their families have opted 
to obtain legal residence status and 
live in California instead of migrating 
from Mexico on a seasonal basis. U.S. 
Labor Department statistics confirm 
that seasonal workers now perform 
more than 80% of all California farm 
work. The number of farm employees 
in the state ranges from more than 
500,000 workers at peak season in Sep- 
tember to a reported low of 253,000 in 

February. Of this number it is esti- 
mated that 54% of seasonal workers 
and their families spend the entire 
year in the United States, while an- 
other 30% are essentially permanent 
residents, spending less than 4 months 
each year out of state. Seventy-eight 
percent of these workers said they 
would prefer not to travel beyond nor- 
mal commuting distances to work, but 
many do so for short periods as re- 
quired to earn a living wage. Thus, a 
demand for both affordable perma- 
nent housing and short-term housing 
for seasonal labor persists in most ru- 
ral areas. 

The growing year-round presence 
of seasonal agricultural workers in ru- 
ral communities has led to severe 
housing shortages and documented 
cases of overcrowding, rent gouging, 
and families or single men living in 
unsafe and unhealthy circumstances, 
such as sheds, backyards, cars, or out- 
doors throughout California. Newspa- 
per reports of deplorable housing con- 
ditions often cast responsibility for 
these circumstances onto growers or 
rural communities, without discussing 
the statewide scope, magnitude, and 
complexity of the housing problems. 

stacles in their efforts to address the 
seasonal farmworker housing crisis. 
Federal and state support  for low- 
income rural housing has declined 
significantly in the last 15 years. In 
many areas suburban expansion into 
agricultural regions has raised land 
values and reduced the availability of 
land for low-income housing. Califor- 
nia growers increasingly rely on farm 

Rural communities face several ob- 
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