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The Hispanic population is growing rapidly in the U.S. generally and in the southern states 
particularly. This rapidly growing population is characterized by high poverty rates among 
children and elderly population compared to other races. The Hispanic population is also less 
educated, characterized by low income, lack English language proficiency and has need for 
public assistance to support their families. The majority of the population is not aware of the 
Food Stamp Program (FSP) and their eligibility to participate in the program. The poverty 
among Hispanic has been higher than total population during 1972 to 2003. The highest 
poverty rate was 15.2% for all population in 1983 but lowest poverty rate for Hispanic 
population was 21.4% in 2001 with the highest rate of 30.7% in 1994. The poverty rate was 
about 30% among Hispanic children and 20% among elderly population. Analysis of state 
administrative data showed that participation of Hispanics in the FSP increased rapidly in the 
states, compared to the total population. The total participation increased by 11.12% during 
Jan-Dec, 2003 but it was 31.65% for the Hispanic population. The total change was much higher 
for Hispanic children (31.65%) compared to 20.29% for Hispanic adults. The percent change for 
the total population was 11.23% for children and 11.02% for adults respectively. The Hispanic 
participation increased by 34.51% in metro counties, adjacent to metro (24.16%) and non-
adjacent to metro (10.33%) respectively. Similarly, total participation increased more in metro 
counties for the total population (12.21%) but much lower than the Hispanic population. The 
Hispanic households increased by 36.87% compared to only 11.81% for the total participation. 
The primary data showed that government assistance (20%) including food stamp was the main 
source to fulfill their food needs, followed by religious organization (17.6%) and friends (10.6%). 
The vast majority of the Hispanic respondents indicated that they do not know about the FSP 
(22.4%) and if they are eligible for the program (23%). The results also showed that 52% of the 
respondents were less or not comfortable when applying for food stamps. The average waiting 
time when applying for food stamp was 2.86 hours and 63% of the respondents indicated that 
the waiting time is long. The main sources of information about food stamps for the Hispanic 
population are: church/religious organizations (32.9%), followed by friends (31.8%) and 
radio/TV/News papers (7.1%). The respondents also indicated that providing information about 
the program will be better received if radio/TV/News papers and religious organizations are 
used more. Majority (43.5%) also suggested that participation in the FSP can increase if number 
of staff with Spanish language skills is increased, followed by Spanish translated materials (20%) 
and more friendly staff in the food stamp office (11.8%). 

In conclusion, lack of English proficiency requires special effort and assistance to serve the 
growing Hispanic population. To accommodate this growing population, the food stamp 
program offices will need staff with Spanish language skills. Training programs for those 
working in local food stamp offices will be helpful to better serve the Hispanic population. It is 



important to create trust and comfort among food stamp staff and Hispanics to enhance their 
participation. Specially designed outreach programs to target low income Hispanic families 
especially those with children will also help to increase participation. Outreach material should 
be available in Spanish language in effective and efficient way. The results showed that religious 
organizations can play important role in providing information about the program. 
Collaboration between the food stamp offices and local ethnic and religious organizations will 
help to increase participation of the eligible Hispanic population. Some of the collaboration 
activities can include training local people to organize workshops to test eligibility and provide 
information/ resources at public and private charity meetings. More staff with Spanish 
language skills and translated material will also enhance their participation. The other measures 
to increase participation will be food stamp application process should be less complicated, 
reduce waiting time and provide more friendly staff. It will be important for the food stamp 
program to be prepared to serve a rapidly growing Hispanic population. 

 


