In July, the Michigan Legislature passed HB 4409.  This piece of legislation will limit families to 48 months of benefits under the Family Independence Program (FIP).  The food stamp program, a component of FIP, will be affected by the passage of this bill.


How dependent are Americans on the food stamp program?  The data I read recently may surprise you as much as it did me.


As to be expected, participation in the program has increased dramatically since the recession began (see the chart below from The Economist).  By April of this year, 45 million Americans, one in seven, were using food stamps up from 27 million in 2008.  Still the administrator of the program, the Department of Agriculture, estimated that only two-thirds of those eligible had signed up for it.  In percentage terms, the cost of the program has increased even more, from $35 billion to $65.
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Nationwide, approximately half of food stamp recipients are children and 8% are seniors.  While the threshold for receiving benefits is 130% of the federal poverty level, only 14% even live on poverty level income.  Of those 41% live below the poverty level and 18% have no income.  With an average of only $101 in family savings or valuables, most recipients have little to fall back on.

Food stamp benefits are dependent on income, assets, and family size.  The average benefit is $133 per month with a maximum of $200 for an individual with no income.


It is argued that the rise in food stamp usage shows that the program works as intended.  Rules on eligibility for food stamps are suspended during times of great need.  Other benefits to the needy are not as flexible.  Unlike, unemployment benefits which currently run for 99 weeks, food stamps go immediately and indefinitely to those in need automatically.  Likewise, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families funding grows much more slowly during difficult times because the funding does not grow with demand, but as a block grant to states.  The federal food stamp program is now coming under scrutiny.  Changes to the program as it currently stands are likely to follow.
Reduction in food stamp benefits are part of the budget discussions in Washington.  Combined with the passage of HB 4409 in Michigan, a federal cut in benefits would cause further hardship in SECOM's neighborhood.

Throughout Michigan, it is estimated that 12,600 people will be affected immediately by passage of HB 4409.  State Senator Hood, in opposition to the Bill, said in part, "My question is: What is going to happen to these folks?  Has anybody thought about that?  On the day of enactment of this legislation, approximately 12,000 folks will be impacted.  Where will those 12,000 people go the next day?  Where are they going to go to get food?" 

(To read the full Senate Journal of July 13, 2011 regarding HB 4409 go to: http://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(zoiwm2y0zhftx555payptpmw))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=2011-HB-4409.
We have more questions.  How many of those 12,000 people live in our neighborhood?  How many will need alternative or additional assistance?


We knew that the day would come when government deficits would require cuts in spending.  Our hope was that by that time the employment situation would be better.  It hasn't worked out that way yet.  That has led us to look for more ways to reduce our costs further and increase our income.  We don't see a reduction in benefits as an option.

The advice I have heard is to be humble in the good times and stoic in the difficult times.  The next year could require a large dose of stoicism.  Fortunately, based on previous experience I think we will have an opportunity to be humble again.

Thank you for keeping hope alive in our neighborhood.


Best regards,

Robert
Robert Heys

Development Director

