More people lining up for food  

VenturaCountyStar 

June 2, 2006  

Survey finds they don't match stereotype of those who need help to feed families 
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They start lining up a half hour early for the food giveaway in the heart of suburbia. 

Moms pushing strollers, seniors living in low-income housing, and squirming preschoolers stand on the Simi Valley street to claim the prize: two bags of fresh fruits and vegetables. 

They wouldn't starve without the once-a-month giveaway, but the deliveries and other food programs help them get by in pricey Ventura County, residents said. 

"We feel lucky we have this," said Phyllis Warner, 77, of Simi Valley. "We definitely wouldn't be as healthy. We couldn't live here because it's too expensive." 

As costs outpace incomes, managers of Ventura County's food bank say more people are tapping into free food supplies. Now a new study provides the most comprehensive look ever provided of the people who turn to food pantries and other emergency programs, said Jim Mangis, president and CEO of the FOOD Share bank in Oxnard. 

The study is part of national research commissioned by America's Second Harvest, a network of about 200 food banks across the country. 

Mathematica Policy Research Inc. of Princeton, N.J., designed the study to provide a portrait of those using emergency food programs. 

In Ventura County, the study was based on interviews last year with a sample of about 425 people who received food from community agencies. The results showed that: 

-About 35,000 people receive aid in any given week. 

-Almost 60 percent had incomes below the federal poverty level during the previous month. 

-One-fourth faced hunger, but two-thirds were what's called food insecure — those who struggle to put food on the table and need aid programs to do it. 

The results showed some of the factors that commonly lead to poverty and hunger — almost 40 percent had never finished high school, three-quarters had annual incomes of less than $18,000, and half of those households with children were headed by a single parent. 

12 percent are homeless 

But they are not necessarily indigent — just 12 percent were homeless, and close to half had at least one employed adult in the household. Close to a third said a job was their main source of income for the previous month, another third depended on Social Security, unemployment and other forms of public aid, and a little less than 4 percent said their main source of income was a welfare program. 

Only about 20 percent were receiving food stamps, and the monthly supply ran out in three weeks for the vast majority. But about half of the households with children received free lunch at school, a figure that has been rising over the decade. 

Cecilia Rexford can identify with the economic picture. Rexford runs Jehovah Jireh, which means "The Lord Will Provide." The pantry sponsored by Camarillo Community Church serves about 70 families a week. 

"We have working people, we have a few disabled and quite a few senior citizens," she said. Rexford said many of the seniors live on $600 per month and rent rooms. They have worked all their lives but can't get by on their Social Security, she said. 

Others still in the work force have only minimum-wage jobs and too little education to get ahead, she said. 

In a county where many families spend half or more of their incomes on housing, the study showed that one-third choose between paying for food and medical care, one-fourth are torn between food and their utility bills, and 17 percent choose between food and housing. Now gasoline prices are biting into food budgets as well — the one place where residents can cut back, Mangis said. 

Food is first thing to go 

"The first thing that has to go in these kinds of budgets is food," he said. 

Mangis said he found the study results for the county and the nation strikingly similar. The percentage of people living in poverty was slightly smaller — 59 percent compared to 66 percent. But the cost of living in Ventura County can cancel out higher paychecks, he said. 

"These are families working and playing by the rules," Mangis said. "The gap keeps growing between income and what it takes to survive." 

FOOD Share officials say they distribute 10 million pounds of food annually, but the demand is growing. They expect the need to accelerate as the baby boomers retire, many without enough money to last the rest of their lives. 

The study showed that people were satisfied with both the quality and quantity of the food they receive through FOOD Share's network of agencies. Recently the board of FOOD Share has begun providing more fresh fruits and vegetables, sending trucks into several neighborhoods around the county. 

The Simi Valley stop serves 400 to 500 people once a month. Homemaker Mayra Ramirez, a mother of two, was in the crowd one recent day. 

She said the fresh food would go to immediate use. She planned to make juice from the strawberries that afternoon and serve the carrots and avocados with her family dinner. 

The driver who delivered the load, Aaron McMillan, said he never takes anything back. 

"The kids eat the fruit on their way out of here," he said. "They're peeling the apples and the oranges and the bananas."

