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For Immediate Release: November 21, 2007

Contact: Carrette Perkins: (212) 825-0028, ext. 217

cperkins@nyccah.org
New Data: Queens Feeding Agencies Running Out of Food  

83% of Queens Agencies Facing Increased Demand for Food;

Surge Proves Borough has Entered Economic Slump;

Two-Thirds of Queens Pantries and Kitchens Don’t Have Enough Food 

With the recent economic slump, even greater numbers of Queens residents are being forced to use charitable soup kitchens and food pantries, even as food stocks drastically declined, forcing more than half of these programs  to ration food, according to a new report by the New York City Coalition Against Hunger (NYCCAH).

Fully 76% of Queens agencies – a record number – said they lacked the resources to meet their growing demand in 2007. Citywide, there was a 20% increase in people using pantries and kitchens in 2007. The Coalition’s full survey report, entitled: Rising Food Lines, Sinking Economy: Increase in NYC Hunger is Early Proof of Economic Slow-Down, is available at www.nyccah.org.

In Queens, the Coalition found that 83% of charitable feeding agencies reported feeding an increased number of people in the last 12 months. 39% said this number had increased “greatly.” Of the populations that increased “greatly” at responding agencies, the fastest growth was seen among families with children, senior citizens and immigrants. At the same time, 46% of these agencies reported having to make do with less overall food and money than in the previous year. As a result, 67% of Queens agencies reported having to turn away hungry New Yorkers, cut portion sizes and/or cut their hours of operation in 2007.

“Given that hunger continued to increase in the city even when the economy was still strong last year, it is no wonder that now, when the economy is weakening, lines at pantries and kitchens are getting even worse. This proves the old adage that when the economy gets a cold, people in poverty get pneumonia,” said Joel Berg executive director of the Coalition. “To make matters even worse, federal cut-backs have slashed the remaining food stocks at these feeding programs. For the 1.3 million food insecure New Yorkers – many of whom are working hard but just don’t earn enough to feed their families – this will be a particularly cruel holiday season.”

The Center of Hope International Food Pantry in Long Island City, where the Queens findings were released, estimates it will serve 5% more clients in 2007 than in 2006. 

Julius White, of the Queens feeding program at St Luke’s Cathedral, has had a similar experience. Said White, “Since we are new to HPNAP our grant for this year is small and the food from TEFAP is never enough for the week. So it is hard to keep the door open week after week.” 

The Coalition said that the season’s only bright side was that participation in the federally-funded Food Stamp Program has finally started rising significantly in New York City to meet the increasing need. Program participation is now 318,899-people higher than when Mayor Bloomberg took office, although still 341,005 people lower than the peak level in March 1995. As a consequence of the increased participation, low-income New Yorkers now receive $43 million more per month – $525 million per year – more today in food stamps benefits than they did in January of 2002. 

"With Thanksgiving just two days away, far too many New Yorkers are still worrying about how they are going to put food on the table," said Speaker Christine Quinn.  "The Council has been working to increase access to food stamps, and to support our City's food pantries and soup kitchens.  But as this report clearly demonstrates, we need more support from Washington if we're going to keep New Yorkers from going hungry."

Added Council Member Gioia, “When I took the Food Stamp Challenge earlier this year, I had no idea how difficult it would truly be.  When I ran out of food toward the end of this week, like many hungry New Yorkers, I turned to a local food pantry.  If they hadn't been able to help me, I would have been able to simply end the challenge and eat a hearty meal.  But for over a million New Yorkers facing the threat of hunger, that isn't the case.  It's more important than ever that Congress pass a Farm Bill that includes increased funding for both food stamps and emergency food programs."

Said Public Advocate Gotbaum, “Once again, the Coalition's annual report tells us that all sectors of society - the private sector, nonprofit groups, concerned citizens, and, first and foremost, government  - must step up our efforts to ensure that every New Yorker has sufficient food.”

The Coalition included in its report a five-point plan to end hunger in New York and America:

1) The Federal, State, and City governments should launch ambitious new anti-poverty plans that focus more on increasing the wages of workers and making quality education, health care, housing, and child care available for working families, and less on lecturing low-income people on their personal behavior. 

2) The Federal Farm Bill should include more funding for the Food Stamps Program, for commodities for pantries and kitchens, and for fresh produce and pay for those improvements by cutting corporate welfare for wealthy agribusinesses. 

3) The State Food Policy Council should coordinate and simplify access to federally-funded nutrition assistance programs and should increase the accessibility and affordability of nutritious foods in low-income neighborhoods and towns.

4) The City should accelerate its existing efforts to increase access to the Food Stamp, School Breakfast, and Summer Meals Programs. 

5) Private corporations and businesses should voluntarily commit to ensuring that all their workers, as well as all the workers for their contractors and suppliers, earn a living wage.

Said Berg, “The good news is that we really can end hunger in Brooklyn, New York, and America if our elected officials take a few basic, affordable steps.” 
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