Second Harvest hopes legislators pass $1 million influx of funds 
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There's a correlation, advocates say, between obesity, the rate of diabetes in Santa Cruz County and a lack of nutritious food.

Consider this: Nearly one in four families served by the Second Harvest Food Bank has a member suffering from diabetes, which is why the food bank in Watsonville is hoping legislators in Sacramento approve $1 million this summer to expand the Farm to Family Program.

"More money means more fresh produce on the tables of people who need it the most — not only in the Pajaro Valley but all across the state," said Lee Mercer, director of education and outreach for Second Harvest on Ohlone Road.

The Senate approved the expenditure in May, but now the Assembly must sign off on the authorization, which is part of the state's multibillion-dollar operating budget for next fiscal year beginning July 1.

Only a year old, the Farm to Family Program buys fruit and vegetables headed for the juice-making bins and gives them to the people who need it — free.

The produce is purchased at low cost from packing facilities across California — for as little as 2 to 4 cents a pound, according to Mercer.

"At that rate, can you imagine what the food banks across the state could with a million more bucks?" muses Mercer. "For every million dollars that we spend, we're getting about $9 million more food in return."

California spent $28 billion in 2005 on medical costs associated with diabetes, according to a study conducted by the California Department of Health Services.

Sharon Eghigian, executive director of the California Association of Food Banks, said millions of hungry California residents would benefit from a fresh influx of $1 million from the state.

It simply does not make sense for the state not to approve the expenditure, she said.

California, she added, produces more than half of the nation's fruits and vegetables, and yet millions of pounds of it each year are either dumped or passed on to juice-makers for lack of a market, Eghigian said.

"We're hopeful that we're going to get the OK," she said. 

"The cost of living is too high in California and a lot of people have to make a choice sometimes between food and rent. 

"It's just not right if we can do something about it, and it begins in Sacramento."

