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Good morning Chairman Oelslager, Vice Chair Coley, Ranking Minority Member Skindell and members of the Senate Finance Committee.  It is an honor to stand in front of you testifying on behalf of Ohio’s food banks and the thousands of food insecure Ohioans we serve each day. My name is Dan Flowers and I am the CEO & President of the Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank. I am currently serving as the Chairman of the Ohio Association of Foodbank’s Board of Directors.  In that role, I have witnessed the desperation that so many Ohioans are continuing to experience in the wake of the Great Recession, and although there has been a significant improvement in unemployment in our state, the number of people living at or below the poverty line has not improved.  In fact, Ohio’s poverty rate is currently near the same level it was 50 years ago, when we first declared a war on poverty in our great nation.  As a result, the demand on our fragile network of emergency food providers has been unrelenting.   

The Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank serves more than 260,000 individuals annually in Summit, Stark, Wayne, Portage, Medina, Carroll, Tuscarawas and Holmes counties. Low wages and underemployment drive many working families to our network, and when they come to us they are in crisis mode. The majority of those we serve are living in poverty, but about 35% of those we serve live just above the poverty line and do not qualify for the SNAP program or any other type of federal assistance—we are their lifeline when they are experiencing food insecurity and have nowhere else to turn.

The donations received by food banks are mainly a result of surplus in the grocery industry, and surplus in that industry rarely comes in the form of fresh produce.  Last year, our Foodbank distributed more than 7 million pounds of fresh fruits and vegetables, 4 million of which came to us through the Agricultural Clearance Program.  Without your incredible support of this program, our produce distribution would be just a small fraction of our total food distribution, but because of the partnership we have with Ohio farmers through the Agriculture Clearance Program, we are able to say that 27% of the food our Foodbank distributes is fresh produce.  
We recently learned that nearly one-third of those we serve have someone in their household with diabetes, and nearly two-thirds have someone in their household with high blood pressure.  In a country that is becoming more and more health conscious and beginning to make more connections between health and diet, we cannot stand by and let nutritious foods get turned over in the field or be disposed of because they don’t meet retail standards.

The programs that help Ohio’s food banks not only provide the nutritional food that so many households desperately need for improved health, but they also provide an outlet for farmers’ surplus products, helping to reduce their waste and disposals.  The Foodbank is able to quickly distribute those fresh, surplus food items to hungry Ohioans through an efficient organizational infrastructure and through the helping hands of many community volunteers.  You can’t ask for a more efficient program with a higher return on investment for Ohio’s tax payers.    

Food insecure Ohioans have experienced significant cuts in federal benefits, and many do not qualify for any benefits at all; one in seven of our friends and neighbors are struggling to give their families the nutrition they need to be healthy and productive citizens.  

Let’s give them a hand up. 

Senators, on behalf of the 2 million Ohioans our network serves, I’m humbly asking that you fund our request to support the Ohio Food Purchase and Agricultural Clearance Program at $20 million per year.  I want to thank Senator LaRose for his sponsorship of the amendment to fully fund our request, and I want to thank the entire Ohio legislature for their past support of this critical program. The modest increase we are asking for represents $0.83 cents per person, per month served by the statewide network of 12 food banks.  This is an investment worth making for the health and well-being of Ohio’s most vulnerable citizens. 

Thank you.
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