HSB 216 Subcommittee Comments

Thank you Mr. Chair and Representatives. My name is Luke Elzinga and I am the policy and advocacy manager at the DMARC Food Pantry Network. We are strongly opposed to this bill.

This bill punishes poor people, increases program stigma, and pushes the false notion that low-income Iowans cannot be trusted to make the best food choices for their families.

Here’s the entirety of what people would be able to purchase with SNAP benefits, as proposed by this bill: eggs, meat, dairy, bread, grains, fruits, vegetables, cereal, peanut butter, nuts, pasta, rice, legumes, and any food on the WIC-approved list. The only items on that list not already included in those other categories are certain varieties of juice, soy milk, tofu, infant formula, and baby food. That’s it.

I don’t have the time to list all the foods that this bill would ban, but it’s effectively two-thirds of the grocery store. People wouldn’t even be allowed to purchase seeds or starter plants to grow their own food.

This obviously leaves little room for religious and medical dietary requirements, food allergies, and cultural preferences. Not to mention picky children. 

The number one reason SNAP participants struggle to maintain a healthy diet is the high cost of healthy food. I’d like to share a USDA study on the matter with you, as well as a recent report from Iowa HHS. You’ll find that people on SNAP *want* more healthy food in their diet, but they struggle to afford it. 

While we appreciate the inclusion of $1 million in funding for the Double Up Food Bucks program, which would help make fresh fruits and vegetables more affordable for SNAP participants, that appropriation is being held hostage by Section 3 of the bill.

Food banks, food pantries, and other hunger relief programs continue to see record-breaking numbers of Iowans turning to them for assistance. Meanwhile, SNAP enrollment is at a nearly 17-year low (the lowest since May 2008). Only 42% of Iowans eligible for SNAP participate in the program, according to Iowa HHS. Research has found that a major reason people choose not to participate, even when they could really use the help, is stigma. This bill would only make that stigma worse.

Today I would like to invite you to participate in the SNAP challenge, and try to limit your daily food budget to just $5.72 - the average benefit for an Iowan on SNAP. Put yourself in the shoes of someone struggling with food insecurity before you make assumptions about them.

I strongly urge you to reject this bill.
