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Senior Food Insecurity in Maine

Seniors—adults age 60 and over—are a distinct population. They often have fixed
incomes, limited mobility, specific nutrition needs, and chronic health issues such as
diabetes and high blood pressure. Older adults have an increased risk of nutritional
deficiencies and often have difficulty meeting the requirements of a healthy diet.’

Food insecurity exacerbates their situation and has particularly severe consequences
for this population. Seniors facing marginal food insecurity are more than twice as
likely to have overall poor health conditions than food secure elderly.?2 They have the
functional abilities of someone 14 years older on average 3 and are at an increased
risk for health conditions such as depression, heart attack, asthma, and congestive
heart failure.4 With fixed incomes and rising costs of living, older adults have a
difficult time protecting themselves from food insecurity.

What is Senior Food Insecurity?

Senior food insecurity, or hunger, is a complex topic because it has physical, social,
and psychological symptoms. There are a myriad of causes, and it is difficult to
measure. Food insecurity among the elderly involves difficulties in accessing,
preparing, and consuming food. Seniors can experience hunger because of financial
reasons, but also because of transportation difficulties, mobility limitations, functional
impairments, and isolation. Senior hunger is also often a hidden issue because
seniors can be reluctant to reach out or accept help, even when they need it. The
hidden nature of senior food insecurity makes it difficult to identify and remedy.

How Many Seniors Suffer Figure 1: The Threat of Senior Hunger in the U.S.
From Food Insecurity? 18 "
Nationally, the number of seniors 10 N
facing marginal food insecurity 14
has more than doubled since 12

2001.%In 2014, the most recent
year for which data is available,
over 10 million seniors
experienced marginal food

Percent

Number in Millions

Tas

insecurity.® By 2025, when the 4 l 5
youngest of the Baby Boom 2 Ly
Generation reaches age 60, the 0 4 _ — : : —t 0
number Of food Insecure SenIOI’S 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 20010 2011 20012 2013 2014

Year

is projected to increase by 50%.7

=#=[Ratc under Threat == Number under Threat

Source: Ziliak and Gunderson. 2016.




Who Suffers From Senior Hunger?

While food insecurity is unpredictable and volatile, seniors are more likely to be
food insecure if they:8

A Are a younger senior (age 60-64) A Live with grandchildren
A Have lower incomes A Rent their living space
A Are African-American or Hispanic A Never graduated high school

Are divorced/separated or never
married

Seniors without access to emotional and financial support are also more likely
to suffer from hunger.®

SENIOR HUNGER IN MAINE

Demographics in Maine

Maine is the oldest state in the nation with the highest median age and the
highest percentage of Baby Boomers in the country.’© The state’s population is
aging at a faster rate than both the New England and national averages.
Currently, one in four Mainers is over the age of 60.12

Almost 30% of Mainers over the age of 565 are low-income,'® and more than half
of adults age 65 and over in the state do not have the money required to cover
their basic needs.’™ Social Security is the only source of income for one in three
Mainers over 65, and the average Social Security benefit is $11,964
annually.’® In Maine, 42% of seniors live alone,'” and almost 10,000 Maine
seniors are on the waitlist for affordable housing.'® As a result of these
difficulties and the projected increases in the older population, more Maine
seniors will struggle with food insecurity.

Growing Numbers of Food Insecure Seniors

Hunger is increasing among Maine seniors.
Nearly 14% of Maine seniors—about 45,600 / \
people—are food insecure. 9 An additional
17% of Maine seniors—about 56,000
people—experience marginal food security
and suffer the threat of hunger.2° Taken
together, these figures mean that almost one
in three Maine seniors struggles to access
enough food. Additionally, Maine has one of \ /
the highest rates of seniors per capita who

report having to reduce their food intake multiple times a year.?!




In 2010, Maine ranked 41st in the U.S. for senior food
insecurity. By 2014, Maine’s position had worsened, jumping
. ® . to 12th highest in the nation and the worst in Northern New
England.22 During this time, the number of food insecure
seniors in the state more than doubled. In 2014, Maine
entered the top 10 worst states for very low food security

among seniors— a subset of food insecurity and the most
severe category of hunger measured. 23
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Studies on Hunger in Maine Reveal That:

A A majority of seniors interviewed didn’t know where they would go if they
needed help?*

A Many seniors did not know about food assistance programs or how to
access them?2®

For Seniors Visiting a Maine Food Pantry:>

A Just under half reported not receiving SNAP benefits (food stamps). The
majority of those that did have SNAP said that the benefits run out within
two weeks of receiving them

A Almost 90% of seniors interviewed use a food pantry once a month or
more

A 55% visited a food pantry more this year than last year

A About 60% of seniors reported having to choose between food and other
essentials such as healthcare and home utility costs




ADDRESSING THE ISSUE

The Policy Response

The U.S. has several federal policies that aim to reduce senior food insecurity.
Some programs serve seniors exclusively, while others serve at-risk populations
of all ages. Figure 427 highlights the federal nutrition programs available to
seniors at risk of food insecurity, and Figure 5 summarizes the programs’
operation in Maine. Federal programs play an important and significant role in
serving hungry Maine seniors. However, as Figure 5 shows, they are not able to
fully meet the need.

The Charitable Response

Charitable organizations are an important
part of fighting senior hunger in the state.
Charitable food assistance groups, such as
food pantries, offer services to Mainers of
all ages. Across Good Shepherd Food
Bank’s network of over 400 partner
agencies, almost 40% of patrons have a
senior living in the household.?8

Many other organizations serving seniors

also have a food security focus. Each of

Maine’s five Area Agencies on Aging have a
nutrition department that offers community
meals, nutrition counseling, and services

such as Meals on Wheels. Throughout the

state, healthcare organizations are also
implementing food insecurity efforts by screening
for hunger or sending seniors home with meals
when they are discharged from the hospital.

Conclusion

Senior food insecurity in Maine has been getting progressively worse and will
continue to strike more people as the elderly population increases and
economic hardships persist. Maine’s current federal and charitable programs
will not be able to sufficiently meet the need without increasing their efforts.
Halting and reversing the state’s rising senior food insecurity problem will
ultimately require more resources. Additional efforts to quell senior food
insecurity should build upon existing senior service networks and focus on
raising awareness about senior hunger, advocating for senior food programs,
and increasing food access points. Partnerships and integrated networks that




