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Distinguished members of the Subcommittee on Nutrition and Committee on
Agriculture, thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today.
I’m pleased to be able to share the perspectives about the SNAP program on
behalf of MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger, a national nonprofit
organization working to end hunger among people of all faiths and
backgrounds in the US and Israel.
In Jewish tradition—and across all faith traditions—there is a fundamental
value of taking care of the most vulnerable among us. In Leviticus, we are
commanded to leave the corners of our fields and the gleanings of our
harvest and vineyards for the poor and the stranger. This commandment is a
clear expression of our collective responsibility for each other. Its wisdom
respects the dignity of those who are poor and gives them a role in taking
care of their needs by harvesting the corners of the fields themselves. We are
not to judge those who are poor, nor should we assume to know the
circumstances of their lives.
In our country today, we are blessed to have a national program that
manifests these traditional values and works effectively to provide assistance
to the millions of people who struggle with food insecurity. This program
respects the dignity of those who experience hunger and poverty, responds
when the needs increase, supports work, promotes long-term health and wellbeing, contributes to our economy, and provides vital assistance to the most
vulnerable in our society. Of course, this program is the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program—SNAP.
SNAP is not the only assistance that is available, but it is the most essential.
The problem of food insecurity is profound and complex, with responses
coming from both government programs and from charitable and faith
community organizations.
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The charitable sector provides important short-term assistance through an
array of food pantries, food banks, and houses of worship, but this assistance
is inherently insufficient to address the systemic problem of hunger or feed
the significant and persistent number of people who need help. While there
are those who argue that charity alone can address food insecurity, the
massive scale of this problem and the realities of the charitable sector
demonstrate just how impossible that is. Many of these agencies are small
operations open only a few days a week and for a few hours each day. They
are often run by volunteers out of basements or closets at their local houses
of worship, and they primarily distribute food that has been donated from
within their communities.
Charities cannot sufficiently fill the gaps created by the erosion of government
programs. The budget of the largest food charity is a mere fraction of the
federal response to food insecurity. Only the federal government has the
capacity to solve an issue of hunger’s magnitude. It is essential that SNAP
and other government nutrition safety net programs are operated with the
utmost effectiveness, efficiency, and accountability, and the USDA works
diligently to ensure this is the case.
SNAP is a highly effective anti-poverty program that assists tens of millions of
Americans who struggle with food insecurity. The program responded to the
increased needs during the Great Recession as it was designed to do, and
program participation is dropping now as employment rates and economic
conditions have improved.
Can SNAP be improved? Of course. But dismantling the structure of the
program is not an improvement, and transforming SNAP into a block grant
program threatens its impact and responsiveness.
Studies have shown us a great deal about the success of SNAP and where
its limitations have kept it from living up to its promise. But nothing speaks
louder to the truth of SNAP than the voices of those affected by hunger.
MAZON commissioned photojournalist Barbara Grover to collect stories
across the country from people who have experienced the painful reality of
food insecurity. These stories are featured in This Is Hunger, a multimedia
exhibition that is currently traveling to communities on the East Coast. One
consistent refrain from people interviewed is that their SNAP benefits
routinely didn’t last until the end of the month, forcing their families to take
desperate measures to make ends meet. Another is how people confronted
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with a meager budget for food often resort to purchasing cheap and unhealthy
products to fill them up, giving up fresh and more nutritious choices.
We recommend that Congress change the SNAP benefit calculation to
correlate with the USDA Low Cost Food Plan in order to provide a more
appropriate level of assistance and empower food insecure families to better
meet their nutritional needs.
Too many able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs) have recently
found themselves cut off from SNAP benefits after the re-imposition of the
three-month time limit. Who are these ABAWDs? They are 60,000 veterans.
They are single parents of children over the age of 18. They are homeless
individuals and ex-offenders who struggle to find employment. They are
residents of states where the economic recovery has failed to materialize.
They are 19 year-olds who have just aged out of foster care and have no
family on whom to rely. Re-imposing time limits seems cruel and misplaced
when too little is being done to ensure that these SNAP recipients have
access to good paying job opportunities and available job training slots.
SNAP Employment and Training programs can offer innovative and effective
means to transition people back to work, as the new E & T pilot programs
called for in the last Farm Bill are demonstrating.
We recommend that such employment and training initiatives be robustly
funded, made more widely accessible, and set up with reasonable
parameters, including individualized case management. It is critical that these
are voluntary programs that build people up rather than mandatory sanctionbased programs that penalize individuals.
As a country, we must do more to encourage workforce participation and
pathways out of poverty, which must include support for affordable and
accessible childcare, expansion of tax credits, and living wages.
We also recommend more support for innovative strategies to promote
healthier eating among SNAP recipients, including building on the success of
programs such as the Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive grant program and
the Senior Farmers Market Nutrition Program, which contribute to notable
increases in the consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables.
More needs to be done to connect underserved populations with helpful
assistance from SNAP. High rates of food insecurity among seniors, veterans,
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Native Americans, college students, and LGBT individuals are concerning
and more must be done to increase SNAP participation for these groups.
We recommend additional outreach and education efforts to make individuals
in these and other underserved populations aware of the assistance available
to them through SNAP and remove the barriers that prevent them from
accessing it. MAZON’s work reveals that stigma associated with SNAP is
among the biggest barriers to participation. We regularly encounter
misinformation about the program that makes older Americans reluctant to
participate. Similarly, MAZON’s efforts to remove barriers to access SNAP for
food insecure military families reveals significant negative associations with
the program that exacerbate shame and stigma, making it more difficult for
those who are struggling to seek out help. On this topic, I would like to
express MAZON’s sincere appreciation to Chairman Thompson and Ranking
Member McGovern for their co-sponsorship of the Military Hunger Prevention
Act, which was recently introduced by Representative Susan Davis and would
remove an unintentional barrier to SNAP access for currently serving military
families in need.
Too much rhetoric has been focused on criticizing the SNAP program and
impugning the character of SNAP recipients. The perpetuation of myths and
negative stereotypes of SNAP participants in the media and by public officials
is damaging to the program, hurts efforts to expand access to people who are
struggling, and makes it more difficult to achieving the larger goal of ending
hunger. The energies of the House Committee on Agriculture would be better
spent supporting and cooperating with USDA to further reduce error rates and
ensure that SNAP is reaching and serving a greater proportion of those who
need assistance.
In conclusion, I would simply and vehemently state that SNAP works. While
there are certainly opportunities to make particular program improvements,
including increasing benefit levels and expanding program access, the
fundamental structure of SNAP as an entitlement program is solid and should
not be undermined. Instead, robust and targeted investments to strengthen
program features should be considered.
Along with my written testimony, I have shared just a few stories of people
impacted by SNAP who are featured in MAZON’s traveling multimedia
exhibition This Is Hunger. I encourage you to read these personal reflections
and keep in mind the real people this program helps. Thank you.

Protas testimony – 3.28.17
Page 5 of 10

Protas testimony – 3.28.17
Page 6 of 10

Protas testimony – 3.28.17
Page 7 of 10

Protas testimony – 3.28.17
Page 8 of 10

Protas testimony – 3.28.17
Page 9 of 10

Protas testimony – 3.28.17
Page 10 of 10

