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CNY elders are having more trouble affording food

By Debra J. Groom / The Post-Standard 

March 4, 2012, 9:26 AM

Even though it was a cold winter day in January, 77-year-old Delores Corsette made sure she got to the dining center at St. Bernadette’s Church in Constantia for her noon meal.

She dined on barbecued chicken, vegetables, mashed potatoes and dessert. This would be Corsette’s one good meal for the day. Sometimes it’s the only meal of the day for her and the other seniors who visit St. Bernadette’s.

“I live alone. I don’t eat that much,” she said. “I don’t have much at home so coming here is good.”

Corsette is one of the growing number of elderly people in Central New York, the state and nation, who are hungry one or more days each week, according to state and national studies and local officials. With the costs of heating fuel, medicine and food going up, those living on fixed incomes often have to decide where their money is going to go, the experts say.

For help

Call an Office for the Aging for information about home-delivered meals, food stamps, food pantries or other ways to stretch food dollars. By county the phone numbers are: 

Cayuga County: 253-1226 

Madison County: 697-5700 

Onondaga County: 435-2362 

Oswego County: 349-3484 

And often, it doesn’t go for groceries.

Those who work at county and nonprofit agencies throughout Central New York say they have noticed sizable upticks in the number of seniors going to food pantries and dining sites and signing up for delivered meal service and food stamps.

That growing need is reflected across the region:

Laurence Schmidt, director of the Oswego County Office for the Aging, said for only the second time ever, his office has a waiting list for delivered meal service.

Theresa Davis, executive director of the Madison County Office for the Aging, said her office for the first time opened an emergency food pantry specifically for senior citizens.

Lisa Alford, commissioner of Onondaga County’s Office for Aging and Youth, said the office is making a concerted effort to sign up more older folks for food stamps to help them with their grocery bills.

Nancy Siefka, director of the Cayuga County Office for the Aging, said when the recession hit in 2008, the agency served about 12,000 more meals to seniors than it did the year before — up nearly 22 percent.

“We were getting people calling us saying, ‘I don’t have any food, and I don’t have any money,’” Davis said.

“The economic outlook for seniors is not that great,” Siefka said.

Those who work with older people say there always has been hunger issues within that population. But the recession particularly has exacerbated the problem, they say, because their incomes — mostly Social Security — did not grow at the same rate as the cost of such expenses as heating fuel, gasoline, food.

Older folks seeking help

Those who help feed the elderly around Central New York, cite several examples of how the need has increased in recent years as the poor economy has driven more seniors to seek help. Among the examples: 

Oswego County: It served about 7,000 more home-delivered meals in 2011 than in 2006, from 225,863 to 232,472. Last summer, the number of requested meals never dropped off, as it had in previous summers. 

Madison County: Numbers for home-delivered meals have risen every year from 2004-05 through 2009-2010. In 2004-05, the office served 104,712 meals and in 2009-10, 135,079 meals — up 29 percent. Total meals served during that time, including dining-site meals, rose from 146,235 to 180,928, or nearly 24 percent. 

Cayuga County: When the recession hit in 2008, the number of meals served to homes and meal sites increased from 56,600 the year before to 68,800, up nearly 22 percent. The number of meals served at meal sites alone jumped from 11,600 in 2007 to 16,100 last year, or about 39 percent. 

Onondaga County: It saw nearly 11 percent more of those residents 60 and older accept food stamps last year than did the year before — 7,433 compared to 6,716. 

Also this year, changes in theElderly Pharmaceutical Insurance Coverage, or EPIC, program cost seniors much higher copays for their prescriptions.

For the nearly 40 years Schmidt’s office has delivered meals to the elderly in Oswego County, he said, requests normally would spike in the winter and fall off in the summer.

But last summer, there was no decrease in demand, Schmidt said.

“If we didn‘t make some changes in September, we’d be 

substantially over budget,” he said.

So in October, Office of Aging officials decided against adding new people to the population the program serves.

“For the second time since 1975, we had a waiting list,” Schmidt said. “The other time was in 2003-04 when (Oswego) county was going through some dire financial issues.”

People on the waiting list still can receive meals, but must pay full cost for them — $5.25 a meal.

“Amy and I were just sick over this,” he said. Schmidt and Amy Roland, director of Health and Senior Nutrition programs for Oswego County Opportunities, coordinate the delivered-meal program.

“We also are looking a little harder at who gets the meals to make sure the right people get them,” Schmidt said. “We want to take care of the most needy first — go for the person who has nobody to help them.”

In Onondaga County, Alford said pride is a big issue agencies face when dealing with senior citizens. She said these are people who have always taken care of themselves and their families and are too proud to ask for help.

“A lot of times they are eligible for programs, but there’s a stigma with older folks,” Alford said.

Her office is working hard to get out to senior centers and other senior gathering sites to “give out information on income-stretching programs” such as HEAP, or the Home Energy Assistance Program, food stamps, dining sites and home-delivered meal service.

“We work closely with the Food Bank of Central New York, and they have reported to us that in 2011 they saw an increase in the number of seniors using their food pantries,” Alford said. “We know there are older adults going hungry in New York and around the country.”

Donald Shepard, a professor at Brandeis University outside Boston, recently co-authored a study titled “Hunger in America, Suffering We All Pay For.”

The study showed that in 2010, 48.8 million Americans — or 16.1 percent of the U.S. population — lived in food-insecure households. That means they were hungry or faced food insecurity at some point during the year.

That’s 12 million more than faced hunger in 2007, before the recession.

While Shepard’s study doesn’t break down specific numbers of elderly facing hunger issues, he did say it definitely is a problem within that population.

“Seniors often lack the mobility to get out and shop for the best deals,” he said. “And food insecurity overlaps with poverty. Seniors may not have enough money, with Social Security remaining stagnant, pensions rare and people being short on cash.”

In 2010, about 5,000 people age 65 and up in Onondaga County were living below the poverty line, according to U.S. Census figures. In Cayuga County, about 741 people in that age group were living below the poverty line; in Oswego County, the number was about 1,500; and in Madison County, about 290 seniors were living below the poverty level.

New York ranked 25th out of the 50 states in what it spends on hunger issues, Shepard’s study shows. That bill rose from $7.09 billion in 2007 to $9.28 billion in 2010, up nearly 31 percent, the study said.

Statewide as of September 2011, 491,035 New Yorkers age 60 and up were enrolled in the food stamp program, an increase of more than 56 percent from July 2007, according to the state Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance. Alisa Costa, director of advocacy and communications for Hunger Solutions New York, said about a half million seniors in the state may be eligible for food stamps yet do not receive them. 
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