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Food Insecurity in NY State. Solutions to Address the Multifaceted Problem

Janine M, Jurkowski, PhD, MPH; Tomoko Udo, MS, PhD, Angela Hackstadt

Defining Food Insecurity beyond Individual and Household

Food insecurity is multifaceted in that it involves the availability of enough safe and nutritious
food, having access to that food and being able to effectively utilize that food for household
consumption. Availability has to do with the supply chain, which is impacted directly by the
social and physical environment. Access is related to social and economic determinants that
influence individuals and households’ well-being and socioeconomic opportunities. Similarly,
utilization is influenced by those same individual and household factors that are impacted by
skills and socioeconomic opportunities (C. B. Barrett, 2010b). Hunger, on the other hand, is
defined by not having enough food to meet daily nutritional and caloric requirements rather
than whether there is enough of any type of food available (C. B. Barrett, 2010a). This definition
of food insecurity and hunger departs from traditional definitions which focus on social and
economic conditions within household (e.g., USDA ERS - Household Food Security in the United
States in 2018, n.d.; Hunger & Poverty in New York | Map the Meal Gap, n.d.). Food insecurity
in fact is a growing social problem with multifaceted root cause that are often beyond control
of individuals. Thus, reduction in food insecurity requires interventions that also target food
availability and access at neighborhood or regional levels, and what to do with the food to
ensure consumption of healthy food. Households who experience food insecurity may be
insecure at times due to the need to make trade-offs between other basic needs like paying for
rent, electricity or medical bills with buying nutritionally adequate food (Hunger & Poverty in
New York | Map the Meal Gap, n.d.), but availability of food at the neighborhood or regional
level demonstrates historically racist policies, unfair distribution of food, and food system
vulnerabilities.

Food Insecurity and COVID-19 in New York State

Very low food security is correlated with areas of concentrated poverty. In 2018, 666,000
children in New York State (NYS) who were living in high poverty areas. That same year, it was
estimated that 1 in 6 children and 1 in 9 people or approximately 2.1 million people experience
hunger in NY (Hunger & Poverty in New York | Map the Meal Gap, n.d.). Among adults ages 60
and older, NYS ranks 21t with 12.1% experiencing food insecurity. (Explore Food Insecurity -
Ages 60+ in New York | 2020 Senior Health | AHR, n.d.). Pre-COVID, rates of food insecurity in
the U.S. were some of the lowest in 20 years. There have been reports to highlight challenges in
food availability and access posed by the pandemic. Although the data is not available for NYS,
New York City reported food availability problems early in the COVID-19 pandemic. For
example, there is an overreliance on one port that experienced major delays due to COVID-19,
causing a food shortage in NYC, which had the greatest impact on black and brown
communities. At that same time, food access was also a problem for those same communities
because of wealthier families stockpiled food (D’innocenzio, 2020). During New York Pause,
food access became challenging due to significant increases in demand for emergency food
across NYS. Relative to 2019, demand for emergency food increased by 58% in the Capital
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Region and 100% in the Southern Tier (Southern Tier Food Bank Delivers Double Food Compared
To A Year Ago Because of COVID-19 Pandemic | WSKG, n.d.)(Regional Food Bank provides
millions of meals throughout COVID-19 crisis | WRGB, n.d.; Southern Tier Food Bank Delivers
Double Food Compared To A Year Ago Because of COVID-19 Pandemic | WSKG, n.d.).

Comprehensive assessment of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on prevalence of food
insecurity in NYS is difficult due to lack of consistent and continuous surveillance data.
However, FeedingNYS.org reported that there was a 50% increase in emergency food
distribution through the food banks during the summer of 2020, demonstrating the highest
demand for emergency food since the Great Depression(JOIN US ON OUR MISSION TO END
HUNGER IN NEW YORK, 2020). Some projective models suggest that the NY 3™ Congressional
District has experienced a 96% increase in food insecurity in 2020 and the 15 district is
projected to have the highest food insecurity rate among children, 46%, in the entire country
(Hake et al., 2020). That same study reports that Nassau County, ranks 5™ overall in the US for
highest percentage of increase in food insecurity and has had the greatest increase in NYS. The
county has an 83% increase in food insecurity (5.3% to 9.8%) from 2018 through 2020.

Racial/Ethnic Disparities During COVID-19

Socioeconomic disadvantages such as poverty, unemployment, and disabilities are strongly
associated with food insecurity, which are historically much more prevalent in racial/ethnic
minorities and has certainly been exacerbated by COVID-19. Historically, food insecurity has
disproportionally affected racial minorities. The data from 2018 Household Food Insecurity
report by the USDA found higher prevalence of food insecurity among Hispanics and non-
Hispanic Blacks (NHB) households (16.2% and 21.2%) than non-Hispanic White (NHW; 8.1%)
households despite that overall prevalence of food insecurity declined (Galea & Abdalla, 2020).
A few studies have used the 2020 Household Pulse Survey in April 23-July 21, 2020 (N = 74,413
households)(Couch et al., 2020). to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on racial/ethnic
disparities in food insecurity. According to one study, increases in the prevalence of U.S.
households with food insecurity were similar across all racial groups between March 13 and
April 23-May 5, and the severity of food insecurity did not differ by racial/ethnic groups
(Morales et al., 2020). However, the study also found that relative to NHW, NHB households
were more likely to report food insecurity because they could not afford to buy more food
whereas NHW were more likely to report that the stores did not have what they wanted
relative to other race/ethnicity. Another study reported that, as the pandemic continued, the
prevalence of food insecurity significantly decreased for NHW by June 23-28, but it did not
significantly change for Hispanics and NHB (Schanzenbach & Pitts, 2020). Between April 23 and
June 28, 2020, 41% of NHB, 36.9% of Hispanic, and 23.2% of NHW households reported food
insecurity (Bartfeld & Dunifon, 2006). Furthermore, demonstrating historical patterns after the
2008 economic crisis, the same report also predicted slower reductions in prevalence of food
insecurity among NHB, compared with Hispanics or NHW. Collectively, these studies raise
significant concerns over the long-term implication of the prolonged pandemic for widening
racial/ethnic disparities.

It is important to note that racial/ethnic disparities in food insecurity seem to persist even after
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accounting for socioeconomic differences (Bartfeld & Dunifon, 2006; Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015).
Structural inequalities due to racial discrimination and racism may also contribute to food
insecurity ( Burke et al., 2018; Odoms-Young & Bruce, 2018; Phojanakong et al., 2019). Thus,
while public health and policy interventions aiming to directly improve access to food,
especially healthy food, are crucial, they may not be enough to fundamentally address
racial/ethnic disparities in food insecurity.

Measuring Food Insecurity and Hunger

Quantifying who is food insecure can be challenging, and measures should be chosen based on
the purpose and available resources. For example, measures that allow more in-depth
description of the population (e.g., levels of food insecurity, utilization of government
interventions targeting food insecurity) may be most useful not only to assess the prevalence of
food insecurity but also the impact of these programs over time. However, these measures
tend to be more complex and lengthy, and thus require trained individuals to administer the
survey rather than self-report. Another important aspect to consider is sensitivity (% of true
positive) and specificity (% of true negative) of a measure. Sensitivity is particularly important
when ranking the population by levels of risk and severity to identify priority populations for
interventions. On the other hand, both sensitivity and specificity need to be considered to
accurately estimate the prevalence of food insecurity in a population and assess the burden of
a condition. There are a few examples of national or community-level surveillance programs
(e.g., the USDA, National Health and Nutritional Examination Surveys [NHANES] by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], and Community Childhood Hunger Identification
Project’s [CCHIP]). We summarized similarities, differences, and limitations with each measure
in Table 1. One crucial limitation of all measures of food insecurity is their focus on individual
and household levels, and thus do not ask questions about food availability in their community
or food utilization within the household.

Table 1: Summary of Available Measures

‘ USDA? NHANES? CCHIP3
Types of questions
Food access (individual/household) Yes Yes Yes
Separate questions for children Yes Yes Yes
WIC/SNAP/Food stamp utilization No Yes No
Food availability (community) No No No
Food utilization No No No
Hunger No No Yes
Provide levels of food insecurity Yes Yes No
Sensitivity Poor Poor Excellent
Specificity Excellent Excellent Good
Self-completion Difficult with skip | Very difficult with skip Yes
patterns patterns and detailed
qguestions about
service utilization
Number of questions 102 (18 for 102 (18 for household 12
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household with with children; up to 27
children) for those utilize
government programs)

Notes. USDA (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2020)! NHANES (Keenan et al., 2001) CHIP is based on the Radimer/Cornell food insecurity
measure (Kendall et al., 1995); 3 Basic 18 questions are the same between USDA and NHANES surveys.

Strategies to Address Food Insecurity

Government Programs

Although research findings are mixed, in general, SNAP and WIC have demonstrated
improvements in reducing food insecurity. Longitudinal research shows that SNAP reduces food
insecurity by 19% for households who experience very low food security (Gunderson Mabli &
Ohls, 2015). SNAP-Ed, a curriculum that covers USDA behavioral outcomes on caloric balance
for healthy weight, MyPlate, food label education, and importance of whole grains and fruit and
vegetables, was found to be independently effective at improvement in food insecurity in one
year (Eicher-Miller et al., 2020). This program and culturally tailored programs have the
potential to improve utilization of healthy food; however, there is little to no research to
understand utilization and waste among food insecure individuals. What we do know is that
clients using food pantries look for foods that are culturally appropriate (Luke et al., 2015).

During COVID-19, Congress authorized Emergency Allotments (EA) of SNAP benefits under the
Families First Coronavirus Response Act of 2020, which was recently approved through the
month of December for New Yorkers. This allowed SNAP recipients to receive the maximum
amount of the benefit per household size. These EA are provided during emergency or disaster
declaration. Given that the pandemic is at the height of a second wave, extending approval into
2021 will help address food insecurity among low-income households; a disproportionate
number of which are minorities.

Another group of individuals who experience food insecurity are college students. Minority
students may disproportionately experience food insecurity in college in part because they are
more likely to come from lower-income families (Broton et al., n.d.; llieva et al., 2019). The
state has responded by requiring all SUNY schools to provide food pantries (Maroto et al., 2015;
Payne-Sturges et al., 2018). Further, starting October 1, 2020, NY State Office of Temporary and
Disability Assistance expanded the definition of eligible students for SNAP so that low-income
students qualify to receive benefits if they are enrolled at least half-time as a SUNY or CUNY
student or an Educational Opportunity Center student between the ages of 18-49 with
exemptions for certain less than half-time students. It was estimated that nearly 75,000
students currently qualify. College students need to be educated about their eligibility so that
they can benefit from this resource.

Community-Based Programs often Funded by Foundations, Government Grants or Donations

Emergency food is often provided through regional food banks, which operate as storage and
distribution sites to food pantries. Food pantries provide 3-days worth of supplemental food for
low-income households. The intent of emergency food is to supplement food for households
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who are temporarily experiencing food shortages such as for those who have a low or fixed
income or those who are not working due to illness or loss of job or income.

Other common programs to address food insecurity among minorities and low-income
households include summer meal, school back pack programs, and universal breakfast. and
lunch reach are helpful programs to feed school age children. These programs are not
adequately or universally available across school districts cities, towns, and NYS to meet the
needs of the 660,000 NYS children who are food insecure. Even with these programs, the
pandemic has created access barriers because many urban and low-income schools had to rely
on virtual learning, making it difficult to get meals to all students, especially the most
vulnerable with parents who are unable to get to pick up sites and school districts may lack the
staffing and funding to deliver meals to all who need it. Programs, like the school backpack
program, only last as long as there is grant funding. Therefore, for these programs to be
effective, they need to be state or federally funded and available to all vulnerable children.

Food Recovery

Food recovery is one major solution to America’s food waste and food insecurity problems. It
refers to collecting wholesome food to distribute to those in need (Haley, 2013). As mentioned
earlier, existing shortcomings in the supply chain and social safety net have been amplified by
COVID-19. This increase is attributed to bottlenecks in the food supply chain as restaurants
closed and consumers changed buying habits (Nierenberg, 2020; ReFED, 2020-d). Food
producers have been forced to dispose of significant amounts of otherwise edible food while
food banks face shortages (Corkery & Yaffe-Bellany, 2020; Yaffe-Bellany & Corkery, 2020). Food
recovery may thus be beneficial to address both food waste and supply shortage issues.

The federal government has made strides to address such issues through legislation,
regulations, guidelines, and federal programs that promote food donation and gleaning.
Gleaning refers to collecting fresh foods from non-consumer sources, such as farms, retailers,
or restaurants to provide food to those in need (USDA, n.d.). Congress passed the Bill Emerson
Good Samaritan Food Donation Act (Emerson Act) to encourage the donation of excess
wholesome food to organizations serving the food insecure by limiting donor liability (Haley,
2013; Kalashian, 2013, p. 108; Munger, 2018; Smith, 2016, p. 657). Federal tax incentives are in
place for certain businesses that donate qualifying food to charitable organizations. NYS liability
protection law extends the same protections as the Emerson Act (ReFED, 2020-a). Specifically,
the Nourish New York Initiative (Nourish NY), launched by Governor Cuomo in May 2020,
provide an opportunity to expand or enhance comparatively passive interventions like tax
incentives or liability protection, and seems to be effective in increasing food supply. For
example, City Harvest, a New York City food recovery organization, reported a 79% increase in
food recovered and delivered to food banks during the pandemic compared to the same time
period the previous year. Some of this food was rescued and distributed thanks to Nourish NY
and the federal Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (City Harvest, 2020).

Food recovery, however, has also faced some challenges for wider adaptation. Qualifying
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businesses do not take advantage of these tax incentives, possibly due to lack of awareness or
difficulty in understanding requirements (Evans & Nagele, 2017, p. 185). Incentivizing food
donation through liability protection and tax breaks is limited. NYS does not offer state tax
incentives for food donation (ReFED, 2020-a). Liability protections only apply to businesses that
donate food, not to nonprofits that distribute food. Neither liability protections nor tax
incentives apply when businesses donate food directly to individuals or to organizations that
charge for food (ReFED, 2020-b, 2020-c). Further, few research studies have examined the
effectiveness of these programs at reducing minority disparities in food insecurity.

Recommendations

A review of peer reviewed and gray literature identified key areas for improvement. First there
needs to be systematic surveillance of food insecurity and hunger in NYS. On a national level,
the Current Population Survey (CPS) measures food security and is able to identify prevalence
by state. While the 2019 CPS surveyed over 4000 people in NY State, the sample size is too
small to estimate prevalence and associated characteristics by county, city, or town, or by
subgroup analysis, for example by race/ethnicity to inform programs and policies. Regional food
banks and food pantries collect data but it is challenging to aggregate due to consistency in
methodologies, and not comprehensive for understanding sub-group differences. Also,
measuring hunger is rare. Finally, most data identify household level of food security but do not
measure access and availability of food to monitor both the resilience and racial and economic
inequities in the food system.

Recommendation #1: NYS conducts population level surveillance of the availability and access
of food as well as household level hunger and level of food insecurity.

Recommendation #2: Implement surveillance strategies designed to assess demographic
characteristics, especially race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status, and city/town and
urban/rural differences so that government agencies can target and tailor programs.

At the beginning of the COVID-19 there was disruption in the food distribution system due to
limitation in the movement of goods and food through the New York port (Mayer, 2020). This
caused a decrease in food access that had the greatest impact on minority communities.
Recommendation #3: Research on New York’s food system resiliency ought to be conducted to
inform areas to strengthen.

Job loss and loss of work hours for millions that will likely extend into 2021 has increased
demand for emergency food. Low income and working poor are the most vulnerable to food
insecurity and a disproportionate number of working poor and low-income households are
minorities who were already experiencing or near the threshold for experiencing food
insecurity. These disparities were exacerbated during COVID-19. People who are within the
political power structures or economically viable and stable rarely experience food insecurity
and government responses are often slow and inconsistent (C. Barrett, 2010). After a review of
the literature, the most effective policies to address food insecurity and hunger are to develop
policies that reduce poverty through creating economic opportunities in locations accessible to
areas of concentrated poverty. One strategy is for governments to increase the minimum wage
based on a region-based calculation for defining livable (Buss & Romeo, 2006; Neumark &
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Adams, n.d.; Swarts & Vasi, 2011). Although racial/ethnic disparities cannot be completely
solved by poverty reduction strategies, decades of research shows that these comprehensive
strategies can have significant impact on economic disparities, social determinants of health
and, and food insecurity. The expansion of a safety net with strategies or programs to increase
food access in areas of concentrated poverty will help improve race/ethnic disparities. Many
urban and rural areas of concentrated poverty experience poor food access, especially fresh
and healthy food access, which can decrease hunger and decrease chronic disease risk.
Recommendation #4: An effective first step is to expand SNAP and WIC eligibility to more low-
income households to fill some of the gap between eligibility and food security.
Recommendation #5: It is important to expand healthy food access that includes culturally
appropriate food in areas with concentrated poverty and a history of segregation and low food
access to facilitate the reduction in food insecurity among minority populations.
Recommendation #6: Develop and implement programs to promote utilization of affordable,
healthy and culturally appropriate foods to improve utilization of healthy food options obtained
at food pantries or through SNAP and WIC. Participatory research that engaged community
members can be particularly useful when developing these types of programs.
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