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INTRODUCTION 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Chairman Oelslager, Vice Chair Coley, Ranking Minority Member Skindell and Committee members, on behalf of the Guernsey County Senior Citizens Center, Inc and the senior citizens whom we serve, I genuinely appreciate the opportunity to appear before the Committee in support of investing in senior nutrition programs and gradually increasing Senior Community Services block grant funding by $2+ million in 2016 and $4 million or more in the 2017 budget bill; it’s an honor.
	I am Shon Gress; I have served as the Executive Director of the Guernsey County Senior Citizens Center, Inc. located in rural southeastern Cambridge, Ohio for over 14 years.  I currently serve on the Board of Directors for the Ohio Association of Senior Centers; hold a Master’s degree in Human & Consumer Sciences-Family Studies/Gerontology, and I am a Certified Senior Center Administrator of Aging Services.  
SUPPORTING TESTIMONY
	Guernsey County Senior Citizens Center, Inc. is a registered 501 (c) (3) non-profit, multi-senior services organization that has been in operation for over 43 years. Our mission, through the services that we provide, is to promote the nutritional, physical, emotional, social, and economic well-being of older adults, and to promote their participation in all aspects of community life.  Our guiding principle and focus is to empower older adults to enhance & improve their personal wellness, quality of life, and independence.
	By 2030, senior citizens will make up 26% of the population in Guernsey County, outnumbering children (Source: Scripps Gerontology Center). Since 2001, the Senior Community Services grant has been cut by 50%--from $15 million at its peak to $7 million today.  In 2001 Guernsey County Senior Citizens Center received $50,872 in Senior Community Services grant funding.  In 2014 we received $13,733 in Senior Community Services grant funding.  Meanwhile, the number of seniors who are food insecure and require other essential daily-independent living services like transportation and homemaking assistance, which can also be funded by SCSBG funding continues to grow.
	In 2001 Guernsey County Senior Citizens Center’s Meals on Wheels program served 67,718 Home Delivered Meals and in 2014 we served 144,311 Home Delivered Meals. In 2001 we received a Title III reimbursement rate of $2.80 per meal…in 2015 we receive a reimbursement of just $0.70 per home delivered meal.  Too many costly regulations, rising raw food prices, packaging, delivery, & other increasing expenses make it difficult, if not almost impossible, for home delivered meals/Meals on Wheels programs to continue to grow and expand their services and operations in order to better serve and more adequately meet the rising needs and requests of a growing older adult population.  
	8,000 or 20.3% of people in Guernsey County lived below poverty in 2013 (Source: U.S. Census Bureau).  
	According to the Ohio Association of Food Banks Guernsey County has experienced a 69% increase in food pantry visits since 2006.  Increasing food pantry use indicates growing food insecurity.
	Federal funding has been on the decline for several years, and local aging services levies have been adversely impacted and strained due to the proposed phase out reimbursement payments to local government at a combined rate of 2% for each county function. One of the seven service classifications negatively impacted under these functional categories is County aging services tax levies.  To put this into perspective… a 2% reduction to a county senior services tax levy, which generates $500,000 annually, would equate to a local senior center or senior services provider losing $10,000 in their annual budget due to no-fault of their own…or in this context, losing $10,000 would result in 1,500 to 3,000 less meals served to hungry senior citizens and this is just in one county…imagine if you will the combined impact this will have on every county in Ohio that maintains a senior services levy and hunger among older adults as well as senior food insecurity is projected to significantly increase and rise over the next biennium.
 	It’s more than “just a meal”. Dedicated employees and volunteers throughout the state visit elderly individuals every day who cannot afford the proper groceries, nutrients, and essential foods that they need to prevent hunger and malnutrition.
	Persistent hunger and malnutrition lead to multiple chronic diseases that result in expensive hospitalizations and nursing home or other long term care placements. Hospital readmission rates are also affected when 50% of all diseases impacting older adults are directly connected to lack of appropriate nutrient intake or failing to consume nutritious foods as required when prescribed certain medications and in conjunction with hospital discharge plans. Too many seniors skip meals in order to purchase medication, only to see the “Take with food” label on the prescription bottle.

SUMMARY & SOLUTION
	No senior citizen should ever go hungry.  Senior nutrition programs have not seen funding increases in decades and as a result Ohio ranks first in the Midwest and 12th nationwide for food insecurity among older adults (Source: National Foundation to End Senior Hunger) & National Association of States United for Aging and Disabilities).  	Enough food, and health-sustaining food, is important to everyone, but it is especially important when people are particularly vulnerable to disease, or when their life circumstances – such as limited mobility– make obtaining a healthy diet more difficult. 
	Senior nutrition programs save the state money. Senior nutrition programs complement other food assistance programs by providing nutritious, special diet, well-balanced meals to frail, home-bound seniors that would not otherwise be able to prepare and cook their own meals. 
	Senior nutrition programs provide much more than a meal and strive to provide senior citizens with compassionate care, daily social interaction, easy and affordable access to healthy nutritious meals and so much more. 
	As a representative of a senior nutrition program myself and a staunch advocate for Meals on Wheels programs throughout our great state & nation, please know that senior centers and senior nutrition providers across Ohio are ready to prepare & deliver more meals and feed more senior citizens…we simply lack essential funding.  We are counting on you to increase Senior Community Services grant funding so no senior goes hungry. 
	Does Senior Hunger make you sick? The truth is…Yes, it literally does, and it’s an epidemic that is increasing our state and national healthcare costs. Let’s pledge to work together to reduce and eradicate senior hunger. An increase in state funding designated specifically for senior nutrition programs that provide direct senior based-services to Ohio’s older adults can actually save the state more money in even more expensive Medicaid healthcare and long term care costs.
	Senior hunger might not be as visible in America as it is in some other parts of the world, but it can be found everywhere in our nation and in our state…it even exists in your districts…and we have a responsibility to solve this problem.  It’s critical, however, that we update senior nutrition programs and remove bureaucratic barriers and create efficiencies that will allow us to reach senior citizens who currently go without food and nutritional sustenance.  More importantly, Ohio’s Senior Community Services state-funded block grant enables the state to draw down federal Older Americans Act funds, which enhances and better supplements programs, especially senior nutrition programs, which have not seen Older Americans Act/Title III unit rates of reimbursement increases since 1980. What was once worth a true dollar ($1.00) in 1980 is now worth less than $0.24….which is why I’m please asking for your help & support.
	Again, I genuinely appreciate the opportunity to testify on behalf of not just small rural senior nutrition providers, such as the one I personally represent, but on behalf of the senior nutrition provider network throughout the state and who collectively share the shared-mission of serving and feeding Ohio’s older adults.  

Thank you.




