
As the population of Los Angeles increasingly grows and becomes more diverse, individuals and families are 
increasingly facing challenges to becoming food secure. This public health issue is particularly proliferated for 
populations that are undocumented and cannot rely on County, State or Federal food assistance programs. An 
opportunity to mitigate this issue and support our most vulnerable community members is through the expansion of 
the California Food Assistance Program (CFAP).  The expansion of this program would provide a consistent stream of 
resources for individuals and families considering the feasibility of administrative implementation methods for the 
state and ease of access for recipients. 

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  

Los Angeles County, due to its diversity and size, faces many challenges 
in delivering services to immigrant families, in particular safety-net 
services like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (CalFresh 
in California), Medicaid, and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families. 
Undocumented families, unless they are mixed citizen households, are 
often invisible and vulnerable due to being estranged from the system.To 
add to the challenges, there  are deep concerns and misconceptions in 
immigrant communities about how applying for benefits might affect an 
individual's immigration status. Commonly referred to as public charge, 
this refers to an individual who is likely to become primarily dependent 
on the government for subsistence, as demonstrated by either the receipt 
of public cash assistance for income maintenance or long-term care. 

T H E  I M M I G R A N T  E X P E R I E N C E  I N  

L O S  A N G E L E S

Los Angeles County Department of Public Health found that 30.6% of Los 
Angeles County households with incomes that were 300% percent lower 
than the federal poverty level (FPL) were food insecure in 2010 while 
very low food secure households represented about 12.8% of  these 
households, representing about 751,000 households living in Los Angeles 
County with low to no food security. The number of individuals living 
with food insecurity rose from 21.8% of households with incomes less 
than one-third of the FPL to 30.6% of households from 2002-2011, 
representing an increase of about 40.4% of these households. Low food 
secure households rose from 7.7% to 12.8% or an increase of 66.2% in the 
same time period. 

F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y  I N  L O S  A N G E L E S    

C O U N T Y

Among households with incomes around one-third of the FPL, food 
insecurity was highest amongst households that had experienced poverty 
over a number of years or households that were between a income of 100 
to 299% of FPL. In addition, food insecurity was highest amongst 
households with children. Since 2002, food insecure families in Los 
Angeles County consistently rose from 24.7% of households to 33.5% of 
households in 2011 with around 22% of children in Los Angeles County 
identifying as food insecure in 2016. The Los Angeles Regional Food 
Bank saw 24% of their clients to be under the age of 18 while 69% of the 
Los Angeles Regional Food Bank clients came from households with 2-5 
people.  When looking at Service Planning areas in Los Angeles in 2011, 
the South Bay, Metro, San Fernando, and East service areas all had above 
30% of households with income levels 300% below FPL  identifying as 
food insecure. 

About 1.2 million adults live within a food insecure household. 56.4% of 
food insecure adults are female while 47.1% of these individuals are 
between the ages of 30-49. 63.5% of these adults are Latino but the 
highest proportion of food insecure adults identified as African American. 
68.4% of food insecure individuals have a high school degree or less than 
a high school education level. Individuals who identified as being born 
outside of United States represented about 60.8% of food insecure adults 
within the income range. 

C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  F O O D  

I N S E C U R E  H O U S E H O L D
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There were several environmental factors that can contribute to 
household food insecurity. A study of Quebec families found that 
socioeconomic status was a major predictor of food insecurity while 
living in environments that had limited access to social and material 
resources increased the odds of being food insecure. Low social cohesion 
in a neighborhood increased the odds of food insecurity because low 
social cohesion may lead to food insecure families not feeling as if they 
can depend on their neighbors and thus not relying on neighbors to help 
address the households’ food security related issues. 

F A C T O R S  L E A D I N G  T O  F O O D  

I N S E C U R I T Y

Food insecurity is proven to cause acute chronic disease and other 
detrimental health affecting both physical and mental health of affected 
populations across the lifespan of affected populations. Food insecure 
children experience  decreased intellectual and emotional development 
which results in short-term poor academic performance and in the long- 
term puts them at higher risk of poor physical and mental health related 
issues. Furthermore, They are substantially more likely to be diagnosed 
with iron-deficiency anemia, asthma, mental health problems such as 
anxiety and depression, cognitive impairment, and behavioral disorders. 
Adults who are food insecure are often diagnosed with diabetes, 
hypertension, and high blood pressure. They are also more likely to report 
mental health problems, including anxiety and depression, and poor 
general health. Seniors who are food insecure have a decreased capacity 
to maintain independence with aging. Lastly, pregnant women harm both 
their own health in that they will experience iron deficiency anemia, 
depression, anxiety, and excess weight gain. Pregnant women also pass 
on negative health effects to their Infants who may be born smaller, 
sicker, and have an increased risk of critical and preventable birth 
defects. It is clear that food insecurity is pronounced in its harmful 
effects across all populations.  

F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y   A N D  H E A L T H
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Food insecurity is proven to cause acute chronic disease and other 
detrimental health affecting both physical and mental health of affected 
populations across the lifespan of affected populations. Food insecure 
children experience  decreased intellectual and emotional development 
which results in short-term poor academic performance and in the long- 
term puts them at higher risk of poor physical and mental health related 
issues. Furthermore, They are substantially more likely to be diagnosed 
with iron-deficiency anemia, asthma, mental health problems such as 
anxiety and depression, cognitive impairment, and behavioral disorders. 
Adults who are food insecure are often diagnosed with diabetes, 
hypertension, and high blood pressure. They are also more likely to report 
mental health problems, including anxiety and depression, and poor 
general health. Seniors who are food insecure have a decreased capacity 
to maintain independence with aging. Lastly, pregnant women harm both 
their own health in that they will experience iron deficiency anemia, 
depression, anxiety, and excess weight gain. Pregnant women also pass 
on negative health effects to their Infants who may be born smaller, 
sicker, and have an increased risk of critical and preventable birth 
defects. It is clear that food insecurity is pronounced in its harmful 
effects across all populations.  

F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y   A N D  H E A L T H

The City of Los Angeles currently is home to half a million residents who 
are 60 years or older, a population whose numbers are expected to 
increase by 50% in 2036.  With a baby boomer population that continues 
to age in place, Los Angeles County has the challenge of supporting an 
aging population with a shrinking qualified workforce.  The California 
Employment Development Department has stated that although the labor 
pool in Los Angeles County has continued to grow, the growth of the 
market has slowed as compared to the past.  The need for a young labor 
pool is more prevalent now than in the past and more prevalent to 
sustaining the future of Los Angeles County than in prior years.  The Los 
Angeles County Economic Development Corporation has contended that 
its economy will be continue to add 132,000 jobs into its market through 
2021.  Without a growing workforce to sustain an aging population and 
to fill open positions, Los Angeles County has the potential to face a 
crisis in skilled and unskilled labor.   

The incentive to open food assistance to the undocumented community 
is thus two-fold in regards to workforce development; the first would be 
due to the investment that county has already placed into educating and 
nurturing undocumented students in its communities and the second 
would be due to the role that undocumented community plays in not only 
contributing to the current workforce but also to the future workforce. 
 At present, the Los Angeles Unified School District spends $12,910 
annually to educate one student in its district.  Among those being 
educated are undocumented students or students from mixed households. 
 While mixed households are currently eligible to receive benefits for 
members of their family that are citizens, narratives collected by our 
team illustrates that benefits are shared among the entire household. 
 Given that 1 in 8 students in California have a parent who is 
undocumented, it is pertinent that Los Angeles County see the issue of 
food insecurity outside the silo of just students, but as a family unit.  In 
order for a child to excel and perform in school, there must be increased 
investment into not only their wellbeing but those that support and 
provide for them.  A holistic approach to food insecurity would better 
support a child and grant them better opportunities in school which later 
translates into effective development and effective workforces. 

F O O D  I N S E C U R I T Y   A N D   W O R K F O R C E  

D E V E L O P M E N T
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There is a large missed opportunity for economic development in low- 
income neighborhoods that is tied directly to combating food insecurity. 
 Moody’s Analytics estimates that in terms of  economic growth,  $1 in 
SNAP benefits generates $1.70 in economic activity. Overall, it is found 
that SNAP benefits pumped about $7.2 billion into California’s economy 
in 2016. SNAP kept 806,000 people out of poverty in California, including 
417,000 children, per year between 2009 and 2012, on average. If SNAP 
benefits can have a grand impact on economic growth and vitality, 
extending similar benefits through CFAP to population ineligible for 
SNAP can further accelerate this kind of growth. 

Furthermore, studies find that in low-income communities with high 
SNAP enrollment, new healthy food retailers emerge. The data shows 
that healthy food retailers can generate significant economic stimulus by 
serving as anchors for further commercial revitalization, creating local 
jobs, generating tax revenues, and capturing local dollars within the 
community, among other economic and community development 
outcomes. For example, it is estimated that 24 new jobs are created for 
every 10,000 square feet of retail grocery space, so a very large market 
can generate between 150 and 200 full- and part-time jobs. Local access 
to healthy food retail also prevents “leakage” within the local economy by 
ensuring dollars spent. Every $5 in new SNAP benefits generates $9 in 
local spending at supermarkets, grocery stores, and other approved 
SNAP-accepting retailers. As one of the largest food producers in the 
United States, California can strategically expand its CFAP to expand not 
only its economic market but support the economic strength of its 
residents and communities of which are enriched by the contributions of 
undocumented members.  

E C O N O M I C  R E T U R N S  A N D  

U N D O C U M E N T E D  F A M I L I E S

Source: Center on Budget and Priorities, 2017

Source: Mercy Corp, 2017
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The undocumented community in Los Angeles County is one of the most 
diverse, large, and food insecure populations. Additionally, this population 
is experiencing a period of fear, uncertainty, and marginalization by 
current federal and state policy surrounding food assistance.  It is 
important for the County to prioritize these food insecure individuals as 
the economic and health ramifications will compound in costs and 
require administrative attention from Los Angeles County. Currently, the 
County has targeted food insecurity and has aimed to increase CalFresh 
enrollment for eligible population. Undocumented people are ineligible for 
any food assistance administered by the CalFresh Program. It is 
important to note that there are not always consistent, healthy 
alternative options for undocumented people.  

P O L I C Y  O P T I O N S

S T A T U S  Q U O

CalFresh has two sources of funding. One stream of funding is available 
through the federal government for SNAP benefits. California created an 
additional funding stream for food assistance using state funds. CFAP 
expands food assistance to qualified non-citizens who are not eligible for 
SNAP solely due to their citizenship status.  Undocumented people are 
not eligible for CFAP because they are not included in the qualified non- 
citizen category resulting in a policy gap. Since Los Angeles County has 
the biggest undocumented population of the state, Los Angeles County 
has a vested interest in addressing the needs of the undocumented 
population and should lobby the state to extend CFAP eligibility to 
undocumented people. A motion must be drafted and passed for Los 
Angeles county to elevate this issue to the state level and prioritize 
 legislation in the upcoming year that expands CFAP eligibility to 
undocumented people.  

P O L I C Y  O P T I O N :  C O U N T Y  

A D V O C A C Y  T O  E X P A N D  E X I S T I N G  

C F A P  E L I G I B I L I T Y  R E Q U I R E M E N T S

The United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), 
establishes public charge as an individual who is likely to become 
“primarily dependent on the government for subsistence, as demonstrated 
by either the receipt of public cash assistance for income maintenance or 
institutionalization for long-term care at government expense.” The term 
is used to describe people who depend on benefits that provide cash—like 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF)—for their income. An individual who is likely at any 
time to become a public charge is inadmissible to the United States and 
ineligible to become a lawful permanent resident. Non-cash benefits like 
SNAP, WIC, and CHIP are considered supplementary support in the form 
of non-cash vouchers or services whose aim is to support low-income 
families and ensure they are able to remain self-sufficient. Non-cash 
assistance and programs are not subject to public charge consideration. 

Many non-citizens who meet eligibility requirements for food assistance 
do not apply for assistance with the fear that enrolling in government 
assistance programs will have a negative effect on their citizenship 
process. This common misconception creates an additional problem for 
the county because funding is being allocated for a services that many 
individuals and families are too afraid to use. Los Angeles County has 
made increasing the enrollment rates in food assistance programs a 
major priority. The Board of Supervisors approved a motion in May of 
2017, authored by LA County Supervisors Kuehl and Hahn to instruct the 
Director of Public Social Services (DPSS) to create a specialized unit with 
existing DPSS staff and resources to identify opportunities to increase 
enrollment, retention, and reporting, and to adopt a goal of increasing 
CalFresh participation by no less than 20 % over two years. If the County 
were able to raise participation to 100%, LA could receive an estimated 
$1.8 billion in additional federal funding, and the increased participation 
would also mean another $2.1 billion in local economic activity.  

I S S U E S  W I T H  P U B L I C  C H A R G E

Low enrollment rates in food assistance programs, especially within the 
immigrant community can be attributed to feelings of shame or 
reluctance to ask for help.  Faith-based organizations provide a space for 
individuals to seek assistance from charitable organizations with aligning 
values and without fear and stigma of asking for help. Faith-based 
programming like food pantries allow people to seek the assistance they 
need without providing personal information. The primary mission of 
food pantries and other faith-based programming is to provide temporary 
emergency support to people in need. This becomes problematic because 
many people in Los Angeles county are deferring to charitable 
organizations to address their issues with hunger as opposed to the 
county. While faith-based charitable organizations are an invaluable 
asset to the county, it is an unsustainable model for them. 

R O L E  O F  F A I T H - B A S E D  

O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

The existing law extends California Food Assistance Program funds to 
cover food assistance, via funds on an EBT card, for qualified noncitizens 
that do not qualify for Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
because of their immigration status only. The current law classifies 
qualified noncitizens as: 

1. Lawful permanent residents (LPRs), including Amerasian immigrants; 
or 
2. Refugees, asylees, persons granted withholding of deportation, 
conditional entry (prior to     
April 1, 1980), or paroled for at least one year; or 
3. Cuban/Haitian entrants; or 
4. Adults or minors subject to severe trafficking, or their 
spouse/parents/children; or 
5. Certain battered spouses and children. 

Undocumented individuals on their way to citizenship are not eligible for 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or for the California 
Food Assistance Program.  

C A L I F O R N I A  F O O D  A S S I S T A N C E  

P R O G R A M  ( C F A P )

Source: Los Angeles County Department of Public Health, 2017
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