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Food Situation and Review 

Domestic Food Programs 
Kathryn Langen and Joyce Allen 
(202)44 7-6620
(202)447-8489

U
.S. food and nutrition programs be
gan with emergency distribution of 

surplus food during the 1930's and grew 
into a system of food assistance programs 
totaling $15.7 billion in Federal outlays in 
fiscal 1982. Much of the growth in the 
programs occurred in the l 970's in 
response to Federal policies which en
couraged participation. In contrast, 
current program operations reflect efforts 
to reduce Federal expenditures while re
taining adequate nutritional aid for those 
most in need. To reduce costs, poli
cymakers are trimming programs that ex
tend back to the Great Depression. 

Federal food assistance began in 1935 
with the distribution of commodities ac
quired under government price support 
activities. The foundations for many of 
the current food assistance programs maY. 
be found in the direct distribution, school 
lunch, school milk, and food stamp pro
grams of the !930's. These programs 
grew out of Federal efforts to support 
farm prices and income, but they were 
abolished or severely limited by food 
shortages and rising farm prices of World 
War II. A school lunch program, how
ever, was continued in the 1940's by sup
plying schools with cash payments to 
cover part of the cost of local purchases 
of nonsurplus food for lunches. 

The National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP) was permanently authorized in 
1946 to "safeguard the health and well
being of the Nation's children, and to en
courage the domestic consumption of nu
tritious agricultural commodities." In 
1947, approximately 6.6 million children 
received lunches at a Federal cost of 
$70.4 million, compared with 25.8 million 
children in 1981 at a cost of $2.4 billion. 

The Special Milk Program was reesta
blished in 1954 to ease the growing sur
pluses of dairy products by increasing the 
consumption of fluid milk by children. 
Originally funded through the Commod
ity Credit Corporation (CCC), it has been 
funded as a USDA child feeding program 
since fiscal year 1962. Conversion to a 
child nutrition program assures that fund
ing is independent of the quantity of 
surplus dairy products held by the CCC. 

Other programs were initiated as pilot 
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Figure 1. Federal Expenditures for Domestic Food Programs 
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programs in the 1960's and later per
manently authorized. The Food Stamp 
Program (FSP), for example, which pro
vides participants with stamps to buy food 
through regular market channels, began 
as a pilot operation in 1961 and was made 
permanent by the Food Stamp Act of 
1964. In 1965, total Federal expenditures 
for this program were $32.5 million. The 
School Breakfast program was created by 
the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 and was 
made permanent in October 1975. 

The l 970's were the beginning of an 
integrated system of Federal food assis
tance. Until then, food programs were 
primarily aimed at removing surplus 
commodities to help support farm prices 
and income. Growing awareness of 
domestic hunger in the late 1960's began 
to change that policy objective. Food pro
grams began to be regarded as a form of 
income assistance to improve the diets of 
poor families and children. 

As a result, emphasis shifted from sup
plementing diets with donated commodi
ties to providing nutritionally balanced 
meals in many of the child nutrition pro-
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grams. The FSP became the national ap
proach to general food assistance in 197 4 
with the requirement that all counties 
offer the program. In addition, national 
standards for many of the programs re
placed a mix of State and local regula
tions, guaranteeing uniform eligibility re
quirements and benefits. 

These and other changes designed to 
make the programs more responsive to 
the needs of the low-income population 
contributed to the dramatic growth in the 
nurpber of recipients and cost of Federal 
food assistance in the l 970's. Figure I il
lustrates the dominant theme of food as
sistance in the 1970's: the encouragement 
of participation and the liberalization of 
program benefits. Funding for the pro
grams rose from $1.5 billion in fiscal year 
1970 to $10.5 billion in 1980, an increase 
of 700 percent. Taking into account in
creases in benefits due to inflation, pro
gram costs rose over 300 percent. 

Federal cash expenditures for the five 
child feeding programs rose from more 
than $420 million in 1970 to nearly $2. 7 
billion in fiscal 1980. The FSP exhibited 
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the largest growth in program size, in
creasing from 4.3 million recipients at a 
cost of $550 million in 1970, to an aver
age of 17.7 million recipients at a cost of 
$6.5 billion in 1980. This represents a 
growth in Federal expenditures for the 
program of over 1,000 percent. Adjusting 
for increases in costs due to inflation, 
program expenditures rose by over 500 
percent. The effect of inflation on food 
stamp benefits is further illustrated in fig
ure 2. The actual value of per-person 
benefits rose from $24. 71 in 1977 to 
$39.30 in 1982. In contrast, the value of 
benefits, adjusted for inflation, increased 
from $13.22 in 1977 to only $14.25 in 1982. 

New Directions for Food Aid 

Current efforts to reduce Federal ex
penditures are reflected in an increasing 
number of legislative changes in program 
eligibility and benefits. The stated intent 
is to focus food assistance on those 
deemed most in need, while reducing 
Federal outlays. The result has been, for 
many of the programs, the first significant 
decreases in participation and funding 
levels in over a decade. 

The Omnibus Budget Reconciliation 
Acts of 1981 and 1982 and Title XIII of 
the Agriculture and Food Act of 1981 
have significantly changed the scope and 
operation of the food stamp and child nu
trition programs. In general, the legisla
tion mandates stricter income eligibility 
criteria, reduces the frequency of cost
of-living adjustments, lowers the subsi
dies for the child feeding programs, and 
increases efforts to reduce fraud and 
abuse. 

Provisions affecting the NSLP have 
contributed to a decline in average parti
cipation from 27.1 million children in fis
cal 1980 to 23.1 million in 1982. Re
duced Federal subsidies have led schools 
to charge higher prices for lunches, usu
ally up 15 to 25 cents. In addition, the 
maximum charge for a reduced-price 
lunch has doubled from 20 to 40 cents. 

Other changes contributing to de
creased participation in the NSLP include 
stricter eligibility criteria for free and 
reduced-price meals and a 1981 provision 
which limits participation in the child nu-

NFR-22 
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Figure 2. Average Monthly Food Stamp Bonus per Person 
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trition programs by private schools to 
those with an average annual tuition of 
$1,500 or less per child. Approximately 
2,700 schools dropped out of the school 
lunch program between March 1982 and 
a year earlier as a result of these program 
changes. 

Stricter eligibility guidelines have also 
been instituted for the FSP. Other cost
cutting measures instituted for the pro
gram include: a temporary reduction in 
the rate at which benefits are adjusted to 
reflect changes in food costs; a reduction 
in administrative expense payments to 
States that fail to reduce underissuances, 
invalid eligibility decisions, and payment 
errors sufficiently; elimination of benefits 
under $10 during the first month of an 
applicant's eligibility; prorating initial 
month's benefits; and a delay in adjust
ments in the standard, medical, and 
child-care deductions. 

The results of the changes in the food 
assistance programs may be seen in the 
annual expenditure and participation data 

(figure I). The Federal cost of the food 
assistance programs fell from $15.9 bil
lion in 1981 to $15.3 billion in fiscal 1982. 
The cost of the FSP fell slightly from 
$10.6 billion to $10.4 billion. Expected 
savings from the program changes have 
been partly offset by cost-of-living adjust
ments in benefits and increases in partici
pation due to a deteriorating employment 
situation. 

Expenditures for the NSLP declined 
from $2.4 billion in fiscal 1981 to $2.2 bil
lion in 1982 in response to program 
changes. This represents an 8.4-percent 
decrease in program costs. The cost of 
the Child Care and Summer Food Service 
Programs fell by 8.7 and 15.5 percent, 
respectively. 

The largest percentage decrease-78.7 
percent-occurred for the Special Milk 
Program where expenditures fell from 
$100.3 million to $21.3 million. This was 
in response to a provision which limits 
program operation to schools not offering 
the NSLP or other meal service author-
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:ed under the Child Nutrition Act of 
1966. As a result, the number of schools, 
child-care institutions, and summer 
camps participating in the program de
creased from 85,490 in March 1981 to 
2,270 in July 1982. 

programs provide nutritional benefits to 

pregnant and nursing mothers and chil
dren up to 6 years of age. Food and ad
ministrative costs for the WIC program 
increased because of greater program par
ticipation and a change in the funding for
mula for administrative costs (NFR-20). 

Participation in the CSFP increased 8.3 
percent from 114.8 million in fiscal year 
1981 to 124.3 million in fiscal year 1982. 
Greater amounts of commodities have 
been made available through the pro-

gram, thereby increasing the number of 
persons who can participate. □ 
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farm sector ... but who don't have the time to review all 
the technical reports. 

Wide-ranging articles focus on the production and 
marketing of major farm commodities, world agriculture 
and trade, farm finances, land and water issues, productiv
ity, changes in rural America, cost and price trends, farm in
puts, and other topics addressed by our economists and 
researchers. 

Past articles have told how farmers can use futures 
markets, why a strong dollar has hurt exports, what's hap
pening to the traditional family farm, why Soviet agricul-

ture is hurting, and where new farm technology is leading. 

We cover the economics in readable prose, reinforced 
with charts and statistics. 

FARML/NE magazine is published 11 times a year. Sub
scription price is $16 to U.S. addresses ($20 foreign). To 
subscribe, send your order to the Superintendent of Docu
ments, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 
20402. Ask for FAR ML/NE, and make your check payable 
to Superintendent of Documents-not USDA. Payment 
must accompany orders. 

Or write us for a sample copy: FARMLINE, ERS
USDA, Rm. 400 GHI, Washington, D.C. 20250. 

National Food Review 




