Closing the Gap on Childhood Food Insecurity

Summer Food Service Program Regional Assessment
Executive Summary
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Introduction
The Food and Health Network of South Central New York is coalition of diverse stakeholders working to build food-secure
communities and a sustainable regional food system through collaboration. The Food and Health Network (FaHN) covers an
eight county region that includes Broome, Chemung, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware, Otsego, Tioga, and Tompkins Counties. In
2011, FaHN conducted the first Regional Food System Assessment for South Central New York, which collected information and
stories that define our regional food system and illuminated steps needed to fulfill our vision of healthy environments, economic vitality, farm to consumer connections, and healthy people. A full update was completed in 2012 with extensive stakeholder
input, and in 2014 FaHN released an update titled “Helping to Create Hunger-Free Communities.” This report identified the
alarming gap between the number of children receiving free or reduced price lunches during the school year, and the number
of children accessing meals through the Summer Food Service Program.
Food insecurity means a lack of regular access to basic food needs1. Children living in food insecure households are at greater
risk of developmental and health-related issues, in addition to poorer academic performance and ability to focus at school2.
Total student enrollment in the FaHN region was 87,158 during the 2014-2015 school year. Through the National School Lunch
Program (NSLP), 46,111 students (53% of the total student population) were eligible to receive free or reduced price meals at
school. Of those eligible, 33,218 students (38% of the total student population) participated in NSLP3. During the summer
months, food access becomes a major challenge for families who utilize the free or reduced price meals program during the
school year.
When school is out, the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) is available to help fill the gap, providing free meals and snacks to
children who might otherwise be at risk of hunger. In 2015, nearly 8,500 children in the FaHN region participated in summer
meals. Still, SFSP is underused—the number of students participating in summer meals equaled only 26% of those receiving free
or reduced price meals during the school year4. These findings led FaHN to initiate a Broome County summer meals pilot assessment and outreach project. Working with the Broome County Child Hunger Task Force, FaHN gathered data, resources and
information to build the capacity of summer meals in Broome County and reach more hungry kids in Summer 2016. The project
gathered feedback and best practices from meal sites throughout the county and provided key recommendations moving
forward.
Following the pilot project, this regional assessment focuses on the eight counties in the FaHN region. It establishes the number, capacity and location of all summer meal sites in the region, identifies the unique characteristics and needs of each meal
site, and determines the current and potential ability to serve additional children. Valuable feedback was provided from summer meal sponsors and site supervisors, as well as community groups and organizations who support the program. Innovative
and effective methods of reaching more kids are being used throughout the FaHN region as food service directors, community
organizations, schools, agencies, parents, and volunteers collaborate to reduce child hunger during the summer months.
Through the information shared in this assessment, FaHN will work to provide support, build connections, and expand SFSP in
South Central New York.
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Background and Context
The Food and Health Network Region at a Glance
Envisioning a Hunger-Free Community
While this assessment is focused on child hunger in the summer,
additional indicators of community food security play important
roles in the Food and Health Network’s vision for a healthy and
food-secure regional food system. FaHN’s Regional Food System
Assessment tracks progress and highlights trends toward a
hunger-free community where residents of all income levels are
connected to local agriculture and have access to locally produced, fresh, safe, and healthful food.

Indicators on this page address the need for the following in the
FaHN region: 1) Increase in the number of community and school
gardens, 2) Increase in the number of CSAs, 3) Increase in the
number of farmers’ markets using Electronic Benefit Transfer
(EBT), 4) Increase in the availability of fresh produce and local
healthy meats from food banks and pantries.

Community and School Gardens:


Growth from 81 community and school gardens in 2011 to
100 in 20155

Community Supported Agriculture:


Growth from 40 CSAs in 2012 to 54 CSAs in 20156

Farmers’ Markets:


Growth from 21 to 29 farmers’ markets accepting Electronic
Benefits Transfer from 2011 to 20157

Fresh produce donated to hunger relief agencies:


1,180,622 pounds of produce were distributed to hunger
relief agencies in 2015*8.

Venison donated to hunger relief agencies:


5,123 pounds of venison were processed by approved
processors and donated to regional food banks in 2015*9.

*Does not include Delaware and Otsego Counties
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Community Need
Impacts of Poverty on Children
Young children who experience poverty are at greater risk of encountering difficulties later in life. Poverty impacts health,
education, employment, and earning outcomes, and disproportionately affects single parent minority households. The likelihood of health-related issues for a child raised in a low-income household start before birth. Pregnant women who lack the
resources to receive quality care and nutrition during pregnancy are at higher risk for delivering babies with a low birth
weight10.
Parental income and education has a direct impact on the opportunities
available to children. Children living in a low-income household are less likely to
receive sufficient food and nutrients, which can affect physical and cognitive
development. Neural functions and structures determine future cognitive, social,
and emotional health outcomes11. Thus, a child raised in poverty with limited
food access and poor nutrition is less likely to succeed in school. Lower education
status is directly related to one’s occupation status and earnings. The interrelatedness of these factors cannot be ignored.
While South Central New York has lower poverty rates than the national average,
trends in mechanization and globalization caused an economic downturn and
subsequent rise in unemployment for the region. Broome County, for example,
experienced a loss of 6,800 jobs between 2005 and 201112. In the eight county
FaHN region, the child poverty rate is higher than the total population poverty
rate. In 2015, 20.8% of children under age 18 were living in poverty, while the
poverty rate for the total population was 16.4%13.

“When very young children
experience poverty,
particularly if that poverty
is deep and persistent, they
are at high risk of
encountering difficulties
later in life—having poor
adolescent health,
becoming teen mothers,
dropping out of school and
facing poor employment
outcomes.”
2015 Data Book, Kids Count

Poverty at a National Level
 45.3 million people in the US

lived in poverty in 2013
 19.9% of children under 18 in

the US were living in poverty in
2013
 The 2013 US poverty rate was

27.2% for Blacks and 23.5% for
Hispanics
2013 Report, US Census Bureau

Percent in Poverty, 2013, US Census Bureau
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Community Need
County Comparison of Child Poverty

Data Source: New York State Community Action Association. 2013-2015 Poverty Data.

2015 County Comparison of Poverty
County

Number of Individuals Percent of Individuals
in Poverty
in Poverty

Number of Children
(under 18) in Poverty

Percent of Children
(under 18) in Poverty

Broome

33,527

17.8%

9,470

24.8%

Chemung

13,295

16%

4,479

23.5%

Chenango

8,075

16.4%

2,676

25.2%

Cortland

6,173

13.5%

1,347

13.9%

Delaware

6,089

13.5%

1,782

20.7%

Otsego

9,288

16.4%

1,959

18.4%

Tioga

4,736

9.5%

1,405

12.6%

Tompkins

18,438

20.6%

2,558

16.6%

Region

99,621

16.4%

25,676

20.8%

Data Source: New York State Community Action Association. 2015 Poverty Data.
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Community Need
Child Food Insecurity in Our Region
Hunger is a reality for 1 in 5 children in the Food and Health Network (FaHN) region. The USDA measures food insecurity as a
lack of access, at any time, to enough food for an active, healthy lifestyle for all household members, and limited or uncertain
availability of nutritionally adequate foods. Food insecure households may not necessarily be food insecure year-round.
Families experience seasonal food insecurity when children lack access to enough food during the summer months or other
school breaks.
In 2014, FaHN conducted an update to the Food Security component of the
2012 Regional Food System Assessment. The report, “Helping to Create
Hunger-Free Communities,” revealed the alarming scope of child hunger in
the region, particularly during the summer months. From 2009 to 2012, all
counties experienced a decrease in the number and percent of children who
were food insecure. However, the rate of food insecure children is still
nearly double the rate of all residents14.
A report conducted on behalf of No Kid Hungry, “Summer Nutrition Program
Social Impact Analysis”, shows that providing children with nutritious food
over the summer has marked health, education and economic benefits.
When children are chronically malnourished, it can affect their ability to
learn and thrive. When children are well nourished, they have greater
potential for active learning, future job opportunities, and better incomes,
thus offering them greater opportunity to break the cycle of generational
poverty15.

“Child hunger is a health
problem, an education problem,
and a workforce and job
readiness problem. Ending child
hunger is an economic
imperative.”
Child Food Insecurity: The Economic Impact
on our Nation, Feeding America

Child Food Insecurity at a National Level


48.1 million (15.4%)

Child Food Insecurity in the United States, 2014

people in the US were
food insecure in 2014
 15.3 million (20.9%)

of children under 18 in
the US were food insecure
in 2014
 3.3 million (17%) of rural

households were food
insecure in 2014
Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap
Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap
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Community Need
County Comparison of Food Insecurity

Data Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap. 2012-2014.

Estimated Number of Food Insecure Estimated Percent of Food Insecure
Individuals in 2014
Individuals in 2014
County

Children

All Residents

Children

All Residents

Broome

9,390

27,150

23.8%

13.7%

Chemung

4,610

11,710

23.6%

13.2%

Chenango

2,640

5,920

24.3%

11.9%

Cortland

2,150

6,160

21.5%

12.5%

Delaware

2,050

5,490

23.2%

11.6%

Otsego

2,340

7,190

22%

11.6%

Tioga

2,340

5,060

20.6%

10%

Tompkins

3,220

13,920

19.7%

13.5%

28,470

82,600

22.4%

12.7%

Region

Data Source: Feeding America, Map the Meal Gap. 2014.
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Summer Meals in South Central New York
Overview of Summer 2015
During the Summer of 2015, nearly 8,500 children received
free summer meals from 42 sponsors at 120 meal sites, both
open and closed enrolled, in the eight county Food and Health
Network (FaHN) region. Locations of summer meal sites ranged
from schools, parks, community centers, libraries, churches,
community swimming pools, and housing complexes. Participation in the Summer Food Service Program in the FaHN region
increased 34% from 2013 to 2015.
This assessment contains sections for each county in the FaHN
region: Broome, Chemung, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware,
Otsego, Tioga, and Tompkins Counties. Data was gathered for
each county to identify both the total population and child
poverty and food insecurity rates. In order to determine the
need for summer meals, each county section includes data on
school enrollment, eligibility for free or reduced price (F/RP)
lunches at school, participation in F/RP lunch, and participation
in summer meals in July 2015. A summary table of the findings
for each county is shown below.
A series of surveys were distributed to summer meal sponsors
and site supervisors to inform the findings of this assessment.
Feedback received from the surveys helped to establish the
county-specific successes, challenges, and innovative solutions
of the 2015 Summer Food Service Program in the FaHN region.
A summary of survey feedback is given in each county section
of the assessment.

2015 Summer Meals: County Comparison16
County
Broome

Students
Students
Eating F/RP Participating in
Lunch
SFSP

Participation
in both
NSLP and SFSP

11,376

3,322

29%

Chemung

5,139

691

13%

Chenango

3,274

1,122

34%

Cortland

2,423

795

33%

Delaware

2,514

1,151

46%

Otsego

2,434

302

12%

Tioga

2,939

395

13%

Tompkins

3,120

720

23%

33,218

8,498

26%

Region

F/RP = Free or reduced price
SFSP = Summer Food Service Program
NSLP = National School Lunch Program
16

Prepared by Hunger Solutions New York State, October 2015. Raw data provided by
NYS Education Department.
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Best Practices
Improving the capacity and reach of summer meal sites requires reflection, assessment, and preparation. Drawing from
relevant examples and state models, the USDA compiled a list of best practices that can serve as a baseline for building and
planning a successful summer meals effort. Examples of how these best practices are implemented locally are shared below.


Kick-off events: Kick-off events are a great way to build awareness among parents, recruit volunteers, and create excitement around summer meals. However you choose to celebrate summer meals, it is important to make the events fun and
entertaining. Example: In Chemung County, Hunger Task Force members handed out promotional cards at the Elmira
Memorial Day Parade to advertise kick-off events at a number of meal sites held throughout the month of June.



Advertise your site: Marketing can be done in a variety of ways and should be tailored to the specific communities you are
trying to reach. Example: Throughout the region, summer meal sponsors organized information sheets to send home with
students before school ended to notify families of available summer programs where kids can get free meals.



Community collaboration: Partnerships in the community can yield untapped resources, including deep knowledge of local
needs, prime site locations, and greater outreach to the public. A strong network of partnerships can be built by uniting a
wide range of public and private partners. Example: The summer meal site at Charlotte Valley Central School in Delaware
County collaborates with the summer CROP program to increase participation at the site and provide kids enrolled in the
CROP program with breakfast and lunch five days a week.



Start planning early: Providing summer meals is a year-round effort. Establishing timelines will ensure that summer meal
programs run as smoothly as possible, and that no one is caught scrambling on the last day of school. Example: Broome,
Chemung, Tioga, and Tompkins Counties formed groups focused on improving summer meals and have created work plans
with action items to maintain a timeline for completing the necessary tasks to prepare for Summer 2016.



Reaching rural areas: Innovative partnerships and creative programming – particularly around the rural transportation
challenge – have helped State agencies, sponsors, and other partners overcome the barrier, connecting even more
children with healthy, summer food. Example: In Broome County, the CHOW Bus purchased meals and delivered them to
rural locations in Deposit, Whitney Point, and Windsor. CHOW also ran a congregate meal site in the rural town of Lisle.



Site activities: Finding free and low-cost activities to incorporate into summer meal programs helps boost attendance and
makes the meal service more fun, for children and volunteers alike. Community partners may be willing to facilitate activities for children or families, and local businesses may offer to donate items. Example: In Otsego County, Neahwa Park,
sponsored by Catholic Charities of Delaware, Otsego, and Schoharie Counties, organized a bookmobile, story time, nutrition
activities though Cornell Cooperative Extension, and smoothies on Fridays to encourage participation at the site.



Focus on areas of highest need: Expansion should be targeted toward areas where there is greatest potential impact on
childhood hunger. A data-driven approach to expansion can help to ensure your summer meal program reaches the right
populations and that your resources are placed where they are needed most. Always work to maintain the integrity of
your program when expanding. Example: The Tioga County Anti-Hunger Task Force is using targeted expansion to identify
currently unreached areas. Six new sites that qualify to be open will be underway in 2016 to reach more kids.



Transportation: A common challenge for sponsors is a lack of transportation to bring children and meals together. Many
sponsors throughout the country have responded to this challenge with innovations, such as retrofitting buses and
shuttles, and utilizing volunteers. Example: As part of the Broome County pilot project, the Food and Health Network
(FaHN) worked with Broome County Transit to give bus passes to children to access meal sites in the City of Binghamton.



Data-driven approach: Local data can be used to strengthen your summer meal programs and better meet the needs of
your community. Census information regarding hunger and poverty-related projects and free or reduced price lunch participation rates are helpful data sources to use when advocating for the program. Example: Using data and findings from
this regional assessment can inform data-driven approaches to planning and expanding summer meals in the FaHN region.
9

Conclusion
Celebrating Innovation and Collaboration
Summer meal sponsors, site supervisors, community organizations, and volunteers are taking innovative and creative
approaches to reaching food insecure children in the eight county Food and Health Network (FaHN) region. A Kids Farmers’
Market, community gardening, kick-off events, mobile meal sites, and several other partnerships among agencies and organizations resulted in nearly 8,500 children receiving free summer meals in the FaHN region. Following the pilot Summer Food Service Program Assessment of Broome County, this regional assessment identifies the best practices, challenges, and capacity of
summer meal sites. Based on the findings of this assessment, ideas can be shared between Task Forces and other groups affiliated with summer meals to promote program improvement and expansion.
Survey results of summer meal sponsors and site supervisors show a number of common barriers to summer meal site success.
The primary challenge is transportation, particularly among rural areas. Sites must find innovative ways to organize activities,
offer parent meals, and spread the word about summer meals within their communities. Many of these challenges are the
result of federal policy restrictions on the Summer Food Service Program.

Policy Change Needed to Reduce Seasonal Food Insecurity
Currently, the Summer Food Service Program in New York State is underused. Statewide, only one out of every four children
who receive free or reduced price meals during the school year also receives meals during the summer months17. In the FaHN
region, the participation rate in summer meals (26%) is only slightly above the statewide average (25.6%). Several of the critical
barriers preventing children and families from accessing free summer meals are the result of policy restrictions on the federally
mandated Summer Food Service Program. Current regulations require that
meals are served at a congregate site, which means each child must remain onsite in order to receive a free meal. Additional meals cannot be sent home with
children without an alternate source of funding. Reimbursement for meals
through the Summer Food Service Program are only for children, so meal sites
do not receive program support to serve meals to parents.
In order to address these barriers, groups across the country are advocating for
greater flexibility in the congregate meal site requirement so that children can
take meals home. Programs are finding ways to deliver meal boxes to families
living in rural areas in order to address food insecurity among the entire family.
Groups are also advocating for the USDA to increase the amount of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits families with school-aged children receive during the summer months,
when families are more vulnerable to food insecurity. A seamless summer option is another potential solution—programs participating in child nutrition programs during the school year can easily transition into operating as a summer meal site without
the burden of paperwork.

Looking Ahead to a Summer Meals Regional Network
In the future, a regional meeting or forum can allow for the sharing of ideas, best practices, and resources for organizing kickoff events, outreach and promotion, volunteer coordination, and on-site activities. As shown through the findings of this assessment, summer meal sites are finding creative ways to reach more food insecure children. These ideas can be used as models
and implemented by other groups throughout the FaHN region. A multi-county summer meals meeting is an opportunity for
summer meal sponsors, supervisors, task forces, and community groups to network and collaborate on a regional level.
Increasing participation in the Summer Food Service Program to reach the baseline goal of 40% within the FaHN region means
that over 13,000 children would receive free meals during the summer months. Reaching this goal is possible through continued community partnerships, organizational support, and regional collaboration.
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Food and Health Network of South Central New York
Strengthening regional food security by cultivating knowledge, building networks, and catalyzing collaboration.
The Food and Health Network of South Central New York (FaHN) is a diverse coalition of organizations and individuals whose
mission is to develop a healthy and just regional food system. Since 2005, FaHN has united diverse stakeholders in an eight
county region to develop a thriving, healthy and food-secure regional food system. FaHN supports the development of practices, projects, and policies that lead to increased access to nutritious, locally produced food for residents of all income levels in
South Central New York.

FaHN utilizes an interdisciplinary, systematic, and regional approach to address hunger and food related needs in Broome,
Chemung, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware, Otsego, Tioga, and Tompkins Counties. The Rural Health Network of South Central
New York (RHN), located in Whitney Point, serves as lead agency for FaHN. The Food and Health Network is guided by an eight
person Steering Committee.

Broome, Chemung, Chenango,
Cortland, Delaware, Otsego,
Tioga, Tompkins

Special thanks to the community groups, organizations, agencies, and individuals who have contributed their time and effort to
developing this report, and to summer meal sponsors and site supervisors who provided valuable feedback and information.
Finally, we would like to thank the Taren Family Fund and the Dick and Marion Meltzer Fund of the Community Foundation of
South Central New York for supporting the regional summer meals assessment.
A full copy of the 2015 Regional Summer Food Service Program Assessment with county-specific findings and a data appendix is
available at www.foodandhealthnetwork.org.
P.O. Box 416
2663 Main Street
Whitney Point, NY 13862
Phone: (607) 692-7669
www.foodandhealthnetwork.org
Food and Health Network
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