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A man learns how he can apply for CalfFresh, the state's food stamp program, at an outreach event in Contra Costa county. Photo
by Anne Wernikoff for CalMatters
(A man folds his hands next to brochures for CalFresh)

IN SUMMARY

Pressure is increasing on counties to sign up more people for
food stamps since the state's participation rate is one of the
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lowest in the nation. But greater enrollment may require more
money or more state intervention.

In May 2017, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors set an ambitious goal: enroll 70,000

new families in food stamps in two years.

Home to the state's highest poverty rate and a growing homeless crisis, the county was enrolling
just 69% of residents who were eligible for CalFresh, the state's name for the federal food stamps
program. With full participation, the county would have been expected to gain $560 million in
federal funding for its poor.

The social services department got to work, doubling down on outreach, simplifying the
application process with new technology, and producing data-driven progress reports each month.

Two years later, enrollment had only budged slightly.

“At the end of the day, we only got 3,000 new (households). And that was a lot of work we did,”
said Antonia Jiménez, director of the Los Angeles Department of Public Social Services.

California has long struggled to get food stamps to the hungry. The state enrolled just 72% of
eligible residents in CalFresh in 2016, the fifth lowest rate in the nation, leaving behind about $1.8
billion in federal funding earmarked for the hungry.

Increased scrutiny on the participation gap has prompted a debate among state leaders over how
much improvement can be gained by pressuring counties to be more efficient and how much will
depend on more money for county eligibility workers.

California is one of only 10 states that manage the food assistance program at the county level,
with a wide range of application procedures, technologies and staffing levels. Senator Scott
Wiener, a San Francisco Democrat, said the root of the state's participation gap is an application
process that varies from “incredibly easy” to “unnecessarily complicated and onerous,” depending
on which county you live in.

“It's really all over the map and short of transferring responsibility of the program to the state,
which would be politically very difficult, we should at least have statewide standards in terms of
streamlining the application process and improving awareness among our residents,” he said.
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A bill by Wiener would have set a goal for California to enroll 95% of eligible households by 2024,
but didn't survive a committee vote on Friday. The legislation would have required the state to
oversee improvement plans and provide technical assistance to the state's 58 counties, while
counties would be required to offer applications entirely over the phone. But it included no money
for eligibility workers.

As the experience in Los Angeles and other
counties suggest, however, increasing

efficiency alone may not be enough to achieve
the state’s goal. County and state officials,
including Wiener, say more state funding is
needed.

97% 69% 52% The state’s 20192020 budget to administer

CalFresh was $639 million. Kimberley
2017 CalFresh participation rate Johnson, the newly appointed director of the

California Department of Social Services, said
‘ she will revisit the way CalFresh is funded in

next year's budget.
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The demand for increased funding comes

18% 23% 14% even though California already spends more

People living in poverty on administrative costs for food stamp
programs than nearly every other state,
according to a recent federal study.
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People moved out of poverty by CalFresh administer in 2016, compared to the national

Each California food stamp case cost $808 to

average of $348. The study also found that
Source: CalFresh 2017 participation rates from California Department of Social Services. Federal dollars left

on the table calculated from California Department of Social Services data for 2017, using methodology S t a t e S i n W h i C h C O u n t i e S r u n t h e p ro g ra m

developed by California Food Policy Advocates. Number of people in poverty and number of people moved
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Frank Mecca, executive director of the County Welfare Directors Association of California, said
California is simply a much more expensive place to do business. “California is one of the highest
cost places in the country,” he said. “Our salaries are higher, the cost of living is higher, workers
get more humane benefits.”

Mecca also said the state estimate that each CalFresh eligibility worker should cost $58.27 per
hour, including salaries, benefits and overhead costs, is out of date. The association calculates
that counties currently pay about $105 per hour.

CalFresh staffing levels vary significantly by county, as do participation rates. Take Fresno and
Contra Costa counties, for example.

The two counties operate their CalFresh programs in the same old-school way. The application
involves three separate steps—answering lengthy questions, providing documentary evidence, and
participating in an interview during business hours. It takes days to weeks to complete. Neither
county has a telephone-only application. And both assign interview times that may or may not
conflict with applicants’ schedules.

Yet Fresno County enrolls about 90% of its eligible population in CalFresh, while Contra Costa
enrolls less than 60%, according to state data averéged across 2015 through 2017. With full
participation, Contra Costa would have been expected to receive an additional $67 million in
federal funds for hungry residents in 2017.

Staffing data from the two counties indicates that Fresno has about 1.6 CalFresh workers per
1,000 people eligible compared to just under 1 per 1,000 in Contra Costa, based on state estimates
of the eligible populations in 2017.

Mecca cautioned that the state’s participation rate data are imperfect and don't reflect gains
made by counties over the last two years. Kathy Gallagher, director of the Contra Costa
Employment and Human Services Department, also warned that comparing staffing levels is
misleading because the two counties have different business models and client needs. But she
acknowledged Contra Costa's program is understaffed.

Recently, Gallagher said the county had more than 100 CalFresh interviews scheduled out more
than a month, out of compliance with the state’s requirement that eligibility be determined within
30 days of an application.

County resident Eduardo Mendoza, 66, applied for CalFresh in mid-July, but his interview was
scheduled for mid-October. Until then, Mendoza said he would continue getting daily free meals at
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CalFresh participation
“I'm patient, you know,” Mendoza said, "l know rates in 2017

I'll survive."”

a local soup kitchen.

Mendoza became eligible for CalFresh in June

after state lawmakers voted to make the The state tracks the participation rate for CalFresh

] L using the Program Reach Index, which compares
program available to recipients of ) .
county enrollment data with estimates of the

SUpleTBILE| Securhy Iegime G, M eligible population based on census data. The

assistance program for the elderly and Index is more accurate in more populous counties,

disabled. The expansion made 500,000 more  p ¢ [ess reliable in smaller counties, according to

people eligible for the program statewide and  california Department of Social Services
overwhelmed Contra Costa. researcher Aynalem Adugna.

For years, advocates have implored the county
to upgrade technology, increase outreach, and
above all, hire more staff. A 2015 grand jury
report on the county’s underutilization of
CalFresh recommended the same.

Counties pay 15% of administrative costs for
CalFresh while the state pays 35% and the
federal government pays the rest. Each
county’s budget is also based on last year's
CalfFresh enrollment rather than the total
number of eligible people in a county, leaving
struggling counties with limited resources to
close the gap.

Gallagher said, unlike Contra Costa, other Bay

Area counties set aside additional money to

support CalFresh to keep up with the high

costs of the area. Meanwhile, Contra Costa, 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
struggling with tight budgets and a hiring
freeze, didn't pay its full 15% share of Source: California Department of Social Services
administrative costs in several recent years,

reducing the amount of federal and state CAL \ MATTERS

matching funds it received.
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“I think Contra Costa is in the position of many other counties that don't have local revenue
measures that supplement their property tax,” John Gioia, chair of the county Board of
Supervisors, said. "Contra Costa County relies on state funding ... but the state funding is really

not sufficient to do the best job.”

Elizabeth Ambriz, an outreach worker for the Food Bank of Contra Costa and Solano, helps a man sign up for CalFresh
in a Pittsburg health clinic. Photo by Anne Wernikoff for CalMatters

In Los Angeles, county supervisors hoped to add 70,000 new households over two years by
increasing efficiency without adding more money. If it had been successful, the Los Angeles
participation rate might have grown from 69% to 80% and the county’s poor would have been

expected to gain an additional $201 million in federal assistance.

Jiménez speaks proudly of the changes she made. The department mailed people on Medi-Cal, the
state's health insurance for low-income residents, an estimate of their CalFresh benefit if they
applied. It targeted outreach to students. It rolled out a new one-and-done call center which allows
some people to finish the entire application in a single phone call. It also began texting reminders
to people to submit their semi-annual recertification reports.
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'fhe county processed 899,000 CalFresh applications over the two years, but nearly as many
families dropped off. One lesson learned: “It wasn't really getting people in the door that was the
problem, the problem was keeping them in the system,” Jiménez said.

Despite adding just 3,000 additional households, county officials say the program was a partial
success. One reason is that the number of eligible households dropped statewide during the
period because of the strong economy. Had the county kept pace with the state’s enrollment
decline, over 40,000 households might have unenrolled over the two years.

Also, officials say the specter of a Trump administration proposal that would jeopardize green
cards for legal immigrants deemed likely to use public assistance caused immigrant families to opt
out of public benefits. They expect that chilling effect will grow after the Trump administration
announced the final so-called “public charge” rule in August (California filed suit against the
government days later).

What would it have taken to hit Wiener's goal of a 95% participation rate? Way more staff,
Jiménez said. “But you know, to be honest, | don't believe in arbitrary goals.”

Even in Fresno, with its high participation rate, Department of Social Services deputy director
Linda Du'Chene said her CalFresh program is “grossly underfunded.”

“It's really about the clients,” Du'Chene said. “More funding means more workers; more workers
means more efficiency in our ability to process applications” on time.

Du'Chene said a key to Fresno's high participation rate is the county's partnership with more than
50 community organizations that help reach eligible people. Contra Costa and Los Angeles
officials said they've had less success with outreach through nonprofits.
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Jerrene Richardson, a college student, began her CalFresh application at the West Fresno Family Resource Center’s
annual back to school event in August. Photo via Jerrene Richardson

The West Fresno Family Resource Center, a community group that helped more than 700 families
sign up for CalFresh in 2018, drew over 200 families to its 17th annual back to school event in
early August. Organizers kept track of attendee data like primary language spoken, ethnicity, and
participation or eligibility in CalFresh. Over 100 families showed a need, according to executive
director Yolanda Randles.

“Despite what folks are saying about the economy being great, there are families still suffering,”
Randles said. “To be able to go to the grocery store and purchase food, | can't tell you the impact
that has on families.”

Jerrene Richardson, a 20-year-old college student, began her application at the event.
Unemployed and living alone, Richardson said she hoped CalFresh could help her move a step
closer to being independent.

“| really want to be able to get my own food without any trouble,” she said.
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Cresencio Rodriguez-Delgado is a journalist at The Fresno Bee. Jackie Botts is a journalist at
CalMatters. This article is part of The California Divide, a collaboration among newsrooms
examining income inequity and economic survival in California.

1000

Want to submit a guest commentary or reaction to an article
we wrote? You can find our submission guidelines here. Please
contact Dan Morain with any questions,
dmorain@calmatters.org, (916) 201.6281.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU

BECOME A MEMBER TODAY

SIGN UP

READ NEXT

LSRN ™

https://calmatters.org/california-divide/2019/09/california-food-stamp-participation-counties-challenges/

912



9/23/2019 Getting food stamps to poor Californians is surprisi

Cr TR T TN T
-

Lawmakers tackle a severe

housing shortage for renters
who have federal vouchers

READ ARTICLE »

LATEST IN CALIFORNIA DIVIDE

CALIFORNIA DIVIDE CALIFORNIA DIVIDE

Immigrants afraid of Trump’s In Santa Cruz, a clandestine
‘public charge' rule are food bank draws hundreds of

dropping food stamps, farmworkers
MediCal




