Hunger in the Western US

Barbara Thomas visits the Matlock, Washington food bank every Wednesday to get food for her six children, rushing so she can return to work in the mushroom harvest before the afternoon light fades.  Asked if she ever goes hungry because she can’t afford to eat, she nodded curtly.

“Yeah,” she said.  “Tuesdays.” 
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Hunger is higher in the Western states than in any other region in the US.

· A “hunger belt” was uncovered in a recent government report:  Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, Utah, and New Mexico have the highest rates of hunger in the nation.    [USDA, Household Food Security in the US 2001, Nov. 2002]
· In these states, more than 4% of families report going hungry.  Oregon has the highest rate of hunger of any state:  5.8% of Oregon families experience hunger, nearly twice the national average of 3%.

· Idaho, Montana, and Utah had the biggest increase in hunger over the last three years, as 1 – 1.5% more families experienced hunger in 1999-2001 than 1996-1998, while nationally the hunger rate declined by .6%

· Hunger rates are higher in the West, even though other regions (such as the South) have higher poverty rates.

People in the West don’t always get the food they need because of a combination of factors:

· High unemployment and seasonal work keep incomes low for many families.

· A rising cost of living makes it hard to afford housing, utilities, child care, medical bills  -- and food.

· The isolation of rural Western communities can make it tough to shop at discount grocery stores, apply for food stamps, or pick up food from an emergency pantry.

We can end hunger in the Western states with a three-pronged approach:

· Address the root causes of hunger by creating jobs with good wages and benefits, building more affordable housing, and developing communities with grocery options.

· Improve government nutrition programs, including food stamps, school lunch and breakfast, and WIC for women, infants, and children, so they work better for the people who qualify.

· Support your local food bank and other emergency food providers.

To find our what you can do to help end hunger in your state, contact:

[your org, or]

Western Region Anti-Hunger Consortium at www.wrahc.org
