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Overview

One year ago, Oregon Action, a statewide low-income community organization, assessed Oregon’s
food stamp program and discovered a program that discourages families from seeking desperate-
ly needed food stamp assistance. Oregon Action documented their findings in a report titled Hunger
Pangs: Oregon Food Stamp Program Fails to Deliver,1 in which the experiences of 25 food stamp
applicants were summarized. The report examined the enrollment policies and practices at seven
Adult and Family Services (AFS) local branch offices where families apply for food stampsin
Portland and Medford in order to identify policies and practices that hinder applicants from applying
for food stamps.

Hunger Pangs exposed a food stamp program rife with unnecessary barriers and red tape. Families
seeking food stamp assistance were thwarted by confusing and lengthy application processes, incon-
sistent and inflexible interview procedures, inadequate services for non-English speaking families, and
apparent violations of food stamp laws. For example, families were routinely denied access to emer-
gency food stamps, a federally-required service for familiesin crisis. To make matters worse, families
often endured disrespectful treatment from AFS workers. Hunger Pangs recommended specific solu-
tions to improve food stamp access for Oregon’s low-income families. They were:

1. Simplify and accelerate the application process

2. Provide expedited servicesfor applicantsin crissasrequired by federal law
3. Treat applicants with dignity and respect

4. Develop an effective outreach program to educate potential applicants

Hunger Pangs was released at a time when Oregon was the hungriest
state in the union.2 According to the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA), more than one in eight Oregon householdswere ~ Oregon's largest and most
“food insecure” in 1998, meaning these households do not dways have  important program in the fight
enough food to fU”y meet their basic needs. About half these house- against hunger’ particu|ar|y for
hoIng expeqenced painful f'egllngs of hunger.3 Despite thousands of children. About 40 percent of food
families going hungry, participation in Oregon’s food stamp program » ,
had plummeted 20 percent since 1996. Clearly something needed to be SN FEEIEIES 10 Crege 2
done. children.4 Food stamp benefits are
modest: in Oregon, the average per
Following the release of Hunger Pangs, Oregon Action leaders met with  person benefit is $70 a month. Yet
representatives from AFS to review the report’s findings and to imple-
ment a plan to eliminate the barriers and red tape. Oregon Action
secured a commitment from AFS to increase enrollment by 5 percent
within six months, and to benchmark success at 80 percent enrollment  healthy diet for families. In an aver-
of eligible Oregonians, or approximately 140,000 additional enrollees6  age month, about 100,000 Oregon
Oregon's food stamp enrollment has increased 14.6 percent from June households receive food stamps.5

The food stamp program is

food stamps can mean the
difference between hunger and a
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2000 to January 2001.7 AFSisto be lauded for its efforts, yet total

There are an estimated 140,000 enroliment in Oregon’s food stamp program till falls short by AFS

Oregonians currently eligible for own standards. As of January 2001, 213,000 people are on Oregon’s

food stamps who are not enrolled in  food stamp program.8 This means that 40 percent of Oregon families

the program. who are eligible for food stamps are not receiving much needed assis-
tance.

This report, Still Not Making the Grade, goes back to the basics and asks, “Have AFS' efforts over the
past year improved access to food stamps?’ To discover the answer to this question, Oregon Action
tracked the experiences of 25 newly identified families as they sought to enroll in the food stamp pro-
gram, and Oregon Action staff and volunteers sat in AFS offices and observed how clients were treat-
ed. Inaddition, Sill Not Making the Grade reviews the 43-point AFS commitment |etter and the spe-
cific recommendations Oregon Action outlined in its previous report.

Theresult is areport card evaluating how well AFS isimplementing standards Oregon Action per-

ceives as key to the success of the Oregon food stamp program. Each standard is assessed through
quantitative data and through observations and interviews with participating families. AFS received
an“A” if the steps they have taken have been fully implemented, or if

over 90 percent of families reported favorable experiences. A “B” rep-  “Hunger Pangs,” Oregon Action's
resents good effort on AFS' part, but there is room for improvement, as
reflected by 80 percent of families having positive experiences. A “C” .
grade indicates that AFS has work to do, as three in ten families have your attention, [prggram manager
negative experiences. A “D” means that AFS has not made any quanti-  1©F food stamps Michele] Wallace
tative improvements to specific standards, and an “F” meansthat AFS ~ says. “You sort of heard the

has failed six out of ten times to deliver on a necessary service. murmurings. But this was like a

eye-opening report, “very much got

loud roar.9
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Solution #1: Simplify and accelerate the
application process

Grade: D

hen Oregon Action looked at the food stamp program one year ago, they discovered a system

that hindered eligible families’ ability to access assistance. The application was 16 pages long;
families had to repeatedly contact the AFS office for assistance; clients were herded into general
intake times rather than given specific appointments. All of these prac-
tices sent the message that AFS didn’t care about families, and created ‘I used to be on food stamps, and
unnecessary delays and impediments to families' efforts to enroll infood  even though they'd be helpful now,
stamps. Hunger Pangs identified specific action stepsAFS should teke | gon't want to put up with the

to smplify and accelerate the application process. hassle of trying to get food stamps

again,” food stamp applicant at local

1. Encourage clients to file application forms AFS office.
on the same day of contact

Thirty days after an application isfiled, food stamp offices must deliver food stamps to eligible fami-
lies, and benefits are pro-rated from the date of application. Failure to encourage same-day filing
means applicants food stamps are delayed and the amount of benefits received is smaller. Failing to
encourage applicants to file an application on the same day the household contacts the food stamp
officeisalso aviolation of federal regulations.10

* Only 25 percent of families were told to file the application same day.

2. Streamline the interview process so that
clients wait no more than two days for
an interview

In the case of food stamps, unnecessary delays and red tape have immediate, painful implications for
families because it delays their ability to obtain food.

* Two-thirds of applicants waited two days or more to receive their required face-to-face
interview with an AFSworker.

3. Simplify the 16-page application

Oregon Action’s Hunger Pangs identified that 44 percent of applicants rated the 16-page form “ diffi-
cult to understand” or “very difficult to understand.” AFS agreed to test pilot a two-page application

8 STILL NOT MAKING THE GRADE



form for statewide distribution in January 2001. Then, AFS pushed back the deadline to April 2001.
Now, AFS officials say the two-page application will not be used until June 1, 2001.

Every time afamily confronts the 16-page form, there isless likelihood that a family will successfully
complete the application process, and less likelihood that food will be available for a family when
they need it most.

» AFShasfailed to use a simplified application statewide.

4. Provide applicants with a clear list of
documentation required

Confusing documentation requirements can force a family to contact AFS several times just to get
information that should be readily available. To insure that applicants know what is expected from
them, federal regulations require that a notice that informs the household of the verification require-
ments be provided to applicants. This notice must be in clear and simple language, provide examples
of the types of acceptable documents, and explain the period of time the verification documents must
cover.l1 With this information, applicants are forced to seek out the required information on their
own, delaying their food stamp benefits and prolonging their hunger.

» AFSfailed 50 percent of the time to supply applicants with basic information on required
verification documents.

5. Provide all clients with a specific “ watched as one woman asked if

Interview time she could make an appointment for

Many AFS offices only offer genera intake times for clientsto havean  her food stamp interview and was
interview with a caseworker. Some AFS offices make clients comein told by the front desk that they used
only during a specified two-hour period each day. If the time dots are
filled up, the client must return another day. Providing applicants with
specific interview times allows clients to coordinate work schedules,

to do appointments, but it's a waste
of time because some people don't

childcare, and schooling to ensure they get the assistance they need. show up. She added that the state
won't let them do appointments!”
The new November 21, 2000 USDA food stamp regulations require Oregon Action observer.

statesto “...schedule an interview for al applicant households who are
not interviewed on the day they submit their applications.”12 AFS' practices are not in compliance
with thisrule.

In addition, the new federal regulations also allow states to offer a “telephone interview on a case-by-
case basis because of household hardship situations as determined by the State agency.”13 AFS
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should use this new flexibility and offer telephone interviews to people
who cannot attend a face-to-face interview.

* Only onein four clients were given an option to schedule an
appointment.

* 40 percent of applicants reported the intake time offered to them
was inconvenient due to work (50 percent of respondents) or
school (43 percent of respondents).

6. Provide translators in a timely manner for
non-English speakers, and do not use
translators who are not fluent

“During a general intake period,
food stamp applicants were told to
be at the office between 8:00 a.m.
and 9:00 a.m., and by 8:05 a.m. all
the interview slots for the day were
filled,” Oregon Action observer.

“Extended hours fliers should be
multilingual,” Oregon Food Bank
Community Observer.

Applicants who do not speak English deserve the same level of service as applicants who speak
English. Limited English speakers often have to wait significantly longer for help simple because
they speak another language. Federal regulations reguire that state agencies provide bilingual ser-

vices.14

* “Non-English speakers still face barriersto accessing services,” says Adan Ramirez, a Spanish-
speaking Oregon Action observer. “ Many AFS offices don't have people who can adequately
trandate for clients, applications in other languages aren't readily available, and people who
haven't mastered English can still count on getting less-than-equal treatment.”

7. Train front desk workers to fully explain
the food stamp process and to engage
with clients

The front desk personnel are often the “face” of the AFS. First impres-
sions are lasting, and it’s important that clients’ first interactions repre-
sent the intent of AFS: to assist applicantsin their efforts to receive
food stamp coverage.

» AFSworkers explained the application process to only 35 percent
of applicants.

* Eight in ten applicants were not asked if they had any questions.

10

“The front desk person explained
the application process in detail —
they didn't use to do that!” Oregon
Action observer.

“A case worker came out [to the
AFS waiting room] and told a
couple they just needed to fill out an
application. They had tons of ques-
tions for her. The case worker was
polite but very abbreviated, trying to
cut it short, leaving the couple to
push to get their questions
answered, and having to do it in the
public waiting room,” Oregon Action
observer.
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8. Provide applicants with sufficient informa-
tion so they don’t have to repeatedly con-
tact the AFS office

Most AFS offices still require applicants to visit the office at least
twice, once to obtain an application, and a second time at a later date
for an intake period or a scheduled interview. However, it's common
for applicants to have to repeatedly contact the office for information ~ her ahead of time so she wouldn't
and clarification about their application. be inconvenienced,” Oregon Action

observer.

‘| saw a woman with her child show
up for an appointment and be told
her caseworker was out that day
and she would have to reschedule.
There had been no attempt to call

» On average, applicants had to contact the AFS office four times
during the application period, an increase from an average of
three contacts as reported one year ago.

» Some applicants had to contact the AFS office nine or more times during the enrollment

process.
“Matthew and his wife are 18
9. Improve phone system so clients can years old with a baby, and
access the information they need they were told they need to

Applicants who don't understand the food stamp enrollment processneed a 90 to another office to apply
way to access information and assistance, or they may feel discouraged stick- ~ for food stamps,” Oregon
ing with a process that relies on forms, documentation, and massintakesasa  Action observer.

way to assist applicants.

* Of those applicants who called AFSwith questions, over 50 percent were unable to get the
information they needed, and only 25 percent were able to talk with the right person to get
information they needed.

10. Allow applicants to apply at the AFS office
closest to their home or work

Allowing applicants to apply for food stamps in offices closest to their home A L e iy Bl

or work is a common sense policy to enable families to conveniently apply in his own neighborhood, but
for food stamps. was told that as a senior

« Nearly onein five applicants were unable to apply at the food stamp ~~ Citizen, he would have to go
office of their choice. to a different office to apply
for food stamps. He called

this new office only to be
referred to a third office,’
Oregon Action observer.
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Solution #2: Provide expedited services for
applicants in crisis as required
hy federal law

Grade: F

he lack of urgency present at AFS offices particularly harms families with emergency food needs.

Federal regulations reguire states to design procedures that identify households who are eligible
for expedited food stamp service. Families eligible for expedited food stamp service receive their
benefits within seven days rather than 30 days.

1. Inform clients how the expedited food

. “The caseworker did not
Service process works

screen this applicant for
Families eligible for expedited service have amost no income or assetsand  expedited services, did not
are at serious risk of not being able to access food. They are hungry and

: : : ask if the applicant had any
poor, and have little hope for assistance outside of AFS.

questions, or explain anything
to them,” Oregon Action
observer.

* Only 25 percent of applicants were asked if they werein a crisis
situation or if they needed immediate help buying food.

* Less than 20 percent of applicants were told about the expedited food
stamps process.

2. Develop and use a satisfactory tool to
identify people in need of emergency
services

When AFS developed its new application form (not yet in use statewide), it improved the expedited
service section of the application. The new section requesting expedited services information is
labeled as such so that families know why they are providing the information. While thistool is an
important improvement, it is only in use in two counties thus far and AFS continues to miss its target
dates to use the tool statewide. In addition, the tool could be improved in the following ways:

* Thetool should be clear that the financial information requested is only for members of the
applicant’s household.

* The tool should provide a specific time period for the requested financial information. For
example, “ This month, does your household have enough cash resources to cover your rent and
utility payment?”

* The tool should ask families if they are homeless.

12 STILL NOT MAKING THE GRADE



Solution #3: Treat applicants with
dignity and respect

Grade: C+

A FS workers are the public face of the state’'s commitment to the fight against hunger. Applicants
who feel shabbily treated are more likely to develop negative feelings about the food stamp pro-
gram and the state. Hunger Pangs revealed an inadequate and discourteous system of treatment
towards families seeking food stamps. Indeed, 44 percent of applicants at the time felt they were not
treated respectfully. Two of the solutions cited in Hunger Pangs recommended that AFS train all
workers in basic customer service, and hire an independent research group to survey clients about the
treatment they received. Thisreport, Not Yet Making the Grade, evaluates the state's progress from
the perspective of the families who are seeking assistance everyday in their local AFS office.

1. Provide clients with the required
information about the grievance and
appeal procedures

Applicants who are wrongly denied food stamp assistance may never get the food stamps they
deserve if they do not understand how to appeal a decision.

 During the first visit to the AFS office, only 17 percent of applicants were given an explanation
of the grievance and appeal procedures.

* During the interview with an AFSworker, more than half of applicants were not told about the
grievance and appeal procedures — thisis an improvement from one year ago, when only 20
percent of applicants received information.

2. Treat applicants with dignity and respect
“The front desk was much

more helpful and orderly than
the last time | was in,”

People talk. Families who are treated poorly in an AFS office will tell their
family and friends, and overall enrollment in the food stamp program can
become depressed. AFS efforts to increase its customer service to food
stamp applicants really shinesin this section. While some applicants contin-  Oregon Action observer.
ued to report disrespectful treatment from workers at particular offices, overal

applicants rated the treatment they received from AFS workers significantly better than one year ago.
Families reported feeling well treated by AFS workers, which isimportant for the success of the over-
al program. However, there continues to be particular offices where applicants consistently reported
disrespectful treatment.

* 88 percent of applicants found the front desk courteous and helpful.

STILL NOT MAKING THE GRADE 13



* 88 percent rated the treatment they received during their interview “ excellent” (half of respon-

dents) or “ adequate”’ (40 percent of respondents).

* Of the categories of “ respectfulness,
received ratings of “ poor” or “very poor” by 20 percent of
respondents. The other categories primarily received “ excellent”
and “ good.”

3. Inform applicants about other programs
available to them

Local AFS offices are not just for food stamps - they are also responsible for

helping families access other state assistance programs. A family seeking food

stamps is likely to benefit from other programs, such as the Oregon Health
Plan, gasoline vouchers, discounts for telephone installation and service, and
employment, housing and utility assistance.

* Less than three in ten applicants were told of other programs during
their first visit to the AFS office, and just over half of applicants were
informed of other programs during the AFSinterview.

+ Of those who were told of other programs, the majority was told of the
Oregon Health Plan, and other commonly mentioned programs were
cash assistance, employment assistance, and child care.

4. Use directional signs in the office

Directional signs are a smple way to communicate to a family that they are
welcome in the AFS office, and that workers are there to assist them in their
request for food stamps. Unclear signs, or alack of signage, create unneces-
sary confusion on the part of applicants seeking assistance.

+ Half the applicants rated the signs as * somewhat unclear.”

14

patience,” and “ helpfulness,” only “ helpfulness’

“| talked with one family who
is living in a motel with no
cooking facility except a
microwave. They're on food
stamps, and are trying to get
help with housing. They have
no money for the next two
weeks. They could really use
some help beyond food
stamps,” Oregon Action
observer.

“Signs were unclear and
confusing. There were lots of
little signs everywhere, but
the only one that really stood
out is the one that tells peo-
ple "Take a number and have
a seat." This is confusing for
applicants, because some
were just there to pick up an
application and they would
take a number and wait for
up to an hour. Applicants
shouldn't sit and wait an hour
just to get an application —
especially when they have to
come back and wait a
second day for an interview,”
Oregon Action observer.
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Solution #4: Develop an effective outreach
program to educate potential
applicants

Grade: A

At the time Hunger Pangs was written, Oregon was the hungriest state in the union.15 Partici-
pation in the Oregon food stamp program had plummeted 20 percent in four years time.16 A key
solution highlighted in Hunger Pangs was for the state to develop an extensive, statewide and neigh-
borhood-based outreach program marketing the availability of food stamp assistance. Oregon Action
joined a group of other community-based organizations to meet with AFS on a monthly basis to track
the development of an effective outreach program. The joint effort of food stamp advocates and the
state is paying off: enrollment has increased by almost 15 percent since the release of Hunger
Pangs.17 The state recently received the Dan Glickman Pyramid of Excellence Award for its
increased outreach efforts, a national award given by the USDA.

1. Maintain a statewide toll-free food stamp
hotline for applicants

A toll-free telephone number is a convenient way to encourage families to initiate the food stamp
enrollment process. Keeping the call toll-free alows applicants who cannot afford long distance
service to call.

» AFSestablished an 800 number, and has printed materials (including brochures and magnets)
advertising the number for families seeking assistance.

2. Develop outreach campaigns that include
neighborhood-based educational activities

Localized outreach efforts take advantage of existing channels of communication, and increase the
likelihood that families will get the information they need through sources familiar to them.

» AFS has implemented several neighborhood-based outreach efforts, including sending flyers
home with school-aged children, and out-stationing AFS workers in community settings outside
of the AFS office.
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Conclusion

Oregon Action broke new ground in advocating for low- and moderate-income families when they
produced their assessment of Oregon’s food stamp program, Hunger Pangs. Oregon Food Samp
Program Failsto Deliver in April 2000. The outcome of that report was a series of meetings with
Adult and Family Services (AFS), the state organization responsible for administering the state’s food
stamp program, and Oregon Action leaders. Following these discussions, AFS committed to improv-
ing access to food stamps for the state’s hungriest citizens.

The state has done an admirable job, in that there has been an admost 15 percent increase in food
stamp enrollment since June 2000. Yet there is much work to be done. Thereis an estimated 140,000
people eligible for food stamps who are not yet on the program — which translates to 40 percent of
the total number of eligible people.

In this report, Still Not Making the Grade, Oregon Action members revisit local AFS offices to see if
the state's efforts have trandated into a better experience for Oregon families. The report finds the
state has made some progress (especially in the arena of outreach), but has a ways to go in smplify-
ing and accelerating the application process and treating applicants with dignity and respect. Most
egregioudly, the report finds that the state continues to fail at providing al applicants the opportunity
to qualify for expedited services. Expedited services are emergency food stamp assistance for
applicantsin crisis. AFS till routinely fails to screen applicants for this important, and federally
mandated, service.

Oregon Action intends to continue its conversation with AFS to press for needed improvements to the
food stamp program. Oregon Action believes that a more accessible food stamp program will benefit
Oregon families who need help.
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About the Organizations Releasing this Report

Oregon Action is a statewide, non-partisan network of people and organizations
dedicated to economic justice for al through individual and group empowerment.
Oregon Action was founded in 1997 to build on the history and values of Oregon
Faire Share, which for 20 years organized low and moderate income
people to win consumer and community reforms.

The Northwest Federation of Community Organizations (NWFCO) is aregiona
federation of five statewide, community-based social and economic justice
organizations located in the states of 1daho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington: |daho
Community Action Network (ICAN), Montana People’'s Action (MPA), Oregon
Action (OA), Washington Citizen Action (WCA), and Coalition of Montanans
Concerned with Disabilities (CMCD). Collectively, these organizations engage in
community organizing and coalition building in 14 rural and major metropolitan areas,
including the Northwest's largest cities (Seattle and Portland), and the
largest cities in Montana and |daho.

For more information, contact:
Oregon Action
3009 NE Emerson

Portland, OR 97211
(503) 282-6588

Thisreport is available electronically at www.nwfco.org.



