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Mr. Chairman, members, I am Celia Cole, the CEO of Feeding Texas. Thank you for the 
opportunity to share information and recommendations to help you address your charge to 
study the economic impact of aging Texans.  My testimony is focused on the impact of food 
insecurity on Texas seniors. 
 
Feeding Texas is a statewide, 501(c)(3) nonprofit leading a unified effort for a hunger-free 
Texas. Our network includes 21 member food banks serving every county in the state.  
Collectively, our food banks feed over 3.5 million struggling Texans each year, including 600,000 
seniors.   
 
Seniors are an important population and among the most vulnerable groups that we serve.  
Thirty-seven (37) percent of the households we serve contain a senior aged 60 or older, and in 
almost one-fifth (17 percent) of households grandparents have primary responsibility for 
grandchildren who live with them.  This means that many of the seniors we help are not just 
faced with meeting their own nutrition needs, but those of children in their care as well.  Our 
food programs targeting seniors include nutritious food boxes with shelf stable foods, fresh 
produce distribution, and ready-to-eat meals to supplement the home-delivered meals 
provided by Meals on Wheels programs. We combine our food distribution to seniors with 
services designed to improve their nutritional health, including disease management, food 
budgeting, and nutrition education. We call this integrated approach “feeding with impact.” 
 
Hunger and food insecurity are serious issues facing seniors in the United States. In 2011, 4.8 
million Americans over the age of 60 were food insecure, or 8.4 percent of all seniors. Texas has 
the fourth highest rate of senior food insecurity in the nation, with 8.9 percent of Texas seniors 
at risk for hunger.  Hunger can have serious effects on a senior’s nutrition and overall health, 
and can cause more pronounced symptoms of conditions such as diabetes and heart disease. 
Many food insecure seniors are routinely faced with a difficult decision: purchase the healthy, 
fresh foods needed to maintain proper nutrition, or pay for medical care or heat and electricity 
for their home.  
 
As you study the economic impact of aging Texans we encourage you to consider the huge toll 
that hunger and food insecurity has on seniors and recommend ways to strengthen the 
programs and services that can improve their nutritional health. 



In addition to the food and other support we receive from private donations, our food banks 
work in partnership with state and federal agencies to deliver food and other services to 
seniors.  These include: 
 

 The Surplus Agricultural Products Grant.  With grant funds from the Legislature we 
partner with the Texas Department of Agriculture to source donations of surplus 
produce for our hunger relief, nutrition education and disease management programs.  
Fresh produce makes up about 30 percent of our total annual food distribution. Being 
able to access surplus produce is critical to our efforts to improve the nutritional health 
of our clients and, in particular, vulnerable seniors who are often unable to afford or 
access fresh produce on their own. For example, our diabetes management programs 
for seniors combine fresh produce with nutrition education and health intervention that 
offer a natural and less expensive means for them to address a critical health issue 
instead of a constant reliance on medication. 

 

 TEFAP (USDA Commodities).  With federal funds for The Emergency Food Assistance 
Program (TEFAP), we partner with the Texas Department of Agriculture to supplement 
our hunger relief programs.  USDA commodities make up about 25 percent of our total 
food distribution. 
 

 The VISTA Client Empowerment Corps. In partnership with the Corporation for National 
and Community Service (CNCS) we train and deploy AmeriCorps VISTA volunteers to our 
food banks to help them build partnerships with health care providers that can yield a 
more integrated approach to meeting our client needs. For example, we are working 
with clinics and hospitals to help them adopt a food security screening process to 
identify patients who need help meeting their nutrition needs, and then refer those 
patients to our food banks with specific food prescriptions. 
 

 SNAP application assistance and nutrition education (SNAP-Ed).  In partnership with 
the Texas Health and Human Services Commission we receive state and federal funds to 
help seniors access SNAP (formerly food stamps) and provide nutrition education and 
obesity prevention services that target SNAP recipients.   
 

SNAP (food stamps) is the most powerful tool we have to prevent hunger, and outreach to 
seniors about SNAP is particularly important.  One of the most fundamentally important 
aspects of social service outreach is the accessibility of services, and this is especially true for 
seniors. Even though special rules allow for wider SNAP eligibility among seniors, the truth is 
that older Texans are less likely to participate in the SNAP program than any other demographic 
group. There are many factors that contribute to this, including misconceptions about eligibility, 
lack of access to information, difficulties navigating the application process, and social stigma.  
In Texas, where the majority of applicants for SNAP now access benefits through the online 
portal (yourtexasbenefits.com), seniors may face additional barriers. In a joint project with 
Meals on Wheels and More we found that 90 percent of seniors found the online benefits 
application too daunting to complete, and 80 believed that a visit to a state office was still 



required. 
 
Recommendations 
 
We offer the following recommendations for strengthen the programs and services that 
prevent hunger and improve the nutritional health of aging Texans: 
 

 Recommend increasing state-funded support to help Texas food banks source enough 
produce and other nutritious food to bring successful nutrition intervention programs to 
scale. 
 

 Enact policies targeted at seniors that expand access to SNAP, enhance the benefits it 
provides, and simplifies the application process.  Texas has the flexibility to relax certain 
rules around asset limits and documentation requirements that would ensure more 
needy seniors receive SNAP, and USDA offers waivers to states to simplify the overall 
application and enrollment process for seniors. We also are working with HHSC to 
develop a process for seniors to apply for SNAP via the telephone with help from one of 
our food bank enrollment specialists.  This would support HHSC's goal of reducing local 
office traffic while ensuring that seniors get help with the online application process. 
 

 Support efforts by Congress to strengthen SNAP and the senior nutrition programs. 
 

 We also support the recommendations from our partners at the Meals on Wheels 
Association.  We in the food bank network know that the services meals on wheels 
programs provide are also important to the well-being of aging Texans.  Nutritious 
meals are important, yes, but so is the human contact and comfort volunteers and staff 
members bring with the meal. Combining that with programs like SNAP goes a long way 
toward helping frail people age in place.   

 
Examples of Senior-Serving Programs at Texas Food Banks 
 
Houston Food Bank 
 

 Senior Box program (funded through USDA’s Commodity Supplemental Food Program) 
serving 7,936 seniors 

 13 monthly nutrition education classes for seniors at community centers throughout 
Houston, including six locations for Spanish-speakers. 

 
Southeast Texas Food Bank (Beaumont) 
 

 Nutrition education affords seniors access to shopping tips that can help them squeeze 
a bit more out of tight budgets and sample grocery bags that reaffirm nutritious 
diets while giving them supplemental food. 



 Senior diabetes control program (started by VISTAs) highlights dietary intervention as a 
less expensive and more natural means than reliance on medication to control the 
disease. 

Tarrant Area Food Bank (Fort Worth) 
 
TAFB’s Senior Share program provides seniors at risk of hunger with nutritious food that they 
can prepare and eat at home.  This program also includes an educational component featuring 
nutritional topics that are relevant to the prolonged health and well-being of those 60 and 
over.  TAFB currently supports nine sites by providing fresh produce and groceries once a 
month to approximately 60 seniors at each site.  In FY15, over 200,000 pounds of fresh produce 
and an additional 60,000 pounds of groceries were distributed to seniors in North Texas via the 
Senior Share program. 
 
East Texas Food Bank (Tyler) 
 

 Senior Box Program – Through the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) the 
East Texas Food Bank provides a free box of nutritious food complete with fresh 
produce to almost 2,000 seniors each month in identified communities in rural East 
Texas where they may have little or no access to food assistance. 

 Senior Grocery Program – Privately funded nutritious boxes of food complete with fresh 
produce are provided to an additional 200 low income senior households on the waiting 
list for CSFP because the need in East Texas exceeds the CSFP caseload available. 

 Senior Servings Program – Food Bank partners with agencies like Meals on Wheels to 
target homebound seniors who receive meal assistance through during the week, but 
face hunger on the weekends when the agencies do not operate.  Senior Servings works 
similarly to the school backpack programs and consists of supplemental ready to eat 
entrees and accompaniments to fill the weekend gap. 
  

Capital Area Food Bank of Texas (Austin) 
 

 The Healthy Options Program for the Elderly (HOPE) is a supplemental grocery program 
that provides shelf stable foods (currently no produce) to clients age 55 and older that 
meet the income and/or public assistance requirements (24 distribution sites 
throughout service area).  The goal is to try and integrate fresh produce at some point in 
the future. 

 CAFB provides targeted SNAP outreach to seniors through a variety of strategies 
including outreach at senior residency centers, targeted outreach in conjunction with 
HOPE program, partnership with Meals on Wheels and More; funding for senior specific 
outreach staff members through St. David’s Foundation, core partner in local ADRC 
(Aging and Disability Resource Center) 



 CAFB’s CHOICES Nutrition Education Program Team targets their outreach to older 
adults through USDA’s Eat Smart, Live Strong curriculum, a four-week series that 
teaches benefits of eating fruits and vegetables daily and being physically active daily.  
Curriculum focused on different ways to be physically active and ways to save money on 
fruits and vegetables.  Classes are conducted at food pantries, public housing, senior 
centers and neighborhood centers. 

 The Mobile Pantry Program brings fresh produce, staple foods, and meat to high need 
communities in Central Texas where inadequate food resources are available. Seniors 
participate heavily in this program. 

 The Fresh Food for Families Program is a fresh produce distribution program that 
seniors can utilize for the acquisition of produce.   

 

North Texas Food Bank (Dallas) 
 

 The Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) serves 8,580 low-income seniors in 
six North Texas counties each month.  The program is designed to meet the unique 
nutritional needs of participants, supplementing diets with a monthly package of 
healthy, nutritious USDA commodities.  In FY15, over 2.9 million pounds of food was 
distributed through the CSFP program.  CSFP is a partnership of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Texas Department of Agriculture and the North Texas Food Bank.   

 Nourishing Neighbors is a program specifically targeting homebound seniors and mature 
adults (age 50 and older) with disabilities. Participants receive 10+ pounds of nutritious, 
easy-to-prepare food, fresh produce, and pet food every other week. This volunteer 
driven program allows the community to build stronger ties as neighbors are helping 
feed and socialize with neighbors in need. Community outreach is essential to this 
program as homebound individuals are often hard to identify simply because they are 
hidden behind the closed doors of their home. This program is free to the participants 
and operates solely on volunteer participation. Nourishing Neighbors is currently serving 
175 seniors in Dallas and Collin counties.  

Brazos Valley Food Bank (Bryan) 
 
The Brazos Valley Food Bank’s (BVFB) Senior Outreach Program is a partnership with Meals on 
Wheels, and local Health Resource Centers.  The Senior Outreach Program provides a 
supplemental sack of ready-to-eat groceries to the 300 neediest recipients each week, as a way 
to supplement the daily, hot meal they receive from a home delivered meal program and 
enable them to eat more meals daily and throughout the weekend. BVFB acquires nutritious, 
easy to prepare food and volunteers assemble Senior Bags, which are then delivered to partner 
programs.  Meal delivery program staff and volunteers determine the seniors who are most in 
need of supplemental food, and deliver the Senior Bags to these determined seniors weekly 
with their hot meal on Thursday. 
  


