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Overview
Many Oregon residents have lost access to public programs because of recent deep budget cuts,
including major cuts to public health care programs.  The Food Stamp Program is increasingly

important as many Oregon families face difficult
times and increased medical costs.  Food stamps can
mean the difference between hunger and a healthy
diet.  Unfortunately a recent survey by Oregon Action
found Oregon families often face barriers when
applying for food stamps.  Long wait times, multiple
return trips, and difficulty obtaining information can
mean missed work and delays obtaining urgently
needed food stamps.  And these barriers may result in
qualified individuals and families being unable to
complete the application process.

In this report, several food stamp applicants describe
their experiences and the barriers they faced when
applying for food stamps.  This report also includes
some initial survey results.

“This was my first time filing for

unemployment and food stamps, 

and my experience was terrible.  

In February 2004, I went to the

office three times, and each time 

I was there for two and a half 

hours, and then told that

appointments were full and that I

needed to return.  To this day, 

I still don't have food stamps.”

— Kate Aborn

Kate Aborn

This was my first time filing for unemployment and food stamps, and my
experience was terrible. In February 2004, I went to the office three

times, and each time I was there for two and a half hours, and then told that
appointments were full and that I needed to return. To this day, I still don’t
have food stamps.

The first day I got to the food stamp office just before 8 a.m. The doors
open at 8 a.m. However, at 9:30 a.m., one of the workers came out to say,
“I’m sorry, we have too many appointments, you have to come back tomor-
row.” The workers also seemed to hate their jobs and were in a bad mood.

I went back at 7:30 a.m. a few days later, with my application filled out.
There was a line, but the same thing happened. All the appointments filled up and we were told to come back
later. This happened yet again, and I was fed up. This was taking up too much time, and I gave up. Even the
application itself is way too long.

It’s not right that people should wait so long and still get turned away. It was very cold in the mornings and
people — several with little kids — waited a long time before the office even opened its doors. One morning I
saw a woman with a small infant who also needed food stamps, and she was waiting outside when it was 37
degrees out.

Unless I get to the food stamp office at 6:30 a.m., I won’t be able to get an appointment. I have to drop my
son off in Vancouver at 7 a.m., so I can’t get to the office any earlier than 7:30-7:45 a.m. My church collected an
offering for me. If I didn’t have the church, I’d have to go back.
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The importance of food stamps
Oregon has a history of hunger:  between 1998 and 2000 Oregon had the highest rate of food insecu-
rity with hunger in the nation,1 and Oregon ranked second in food insecurity with hunger from 2000-
2002.2

Recent budget cuts resulted in thousands of Oregonians losing health care benefits.  In January 2003,
8,750 people lost benefits when Oregon’s medically needy program was terminated.3 Between
January 2003 and October 2003, enrollment in Oregon Health Plan Standard decreased by nearly
50,000 — a 51 percent decrease.4 This dramatic drop in enrollment resulted from budget cuts that
changed premiums, cost-sharing and benefits.  In addition to these cuts, a further 50,000 people are
likely to lose OHP coverage due to cuts after the failure of Measure 30.5

Recently uninsured families face increased medical
costs and tighter budgets. Food stamps can be particu-
larly crucial for families who would otherwise have to
choose between medical care and food.  For families
on a tight budget, a small food stamp benefit can
make a huge difference.  During these difficult times,
food stamps provide an increasingly important source
of food for many Oregon families.

Unfortunately some Oregon residents are having
trouble accessing the food stamps they need.

Lorry Baker

My name is Lorry Baker and I am 23. I am the mother of two children:
a three-year-old son and a five-year-old daughter. I’ve been receiving

help from government programs off and on since 1996. I’ve moved around a
lot — never lived in the same house for more than two years. Now I live in
The Dalles, in a trailer for $550 a month plus utilities. I’ve held various retail
jobs in the community but was recently fired and now I have no way of pay-
ing my rent without help. I have a hereditary gum condition that requires
medical attention, but I lost my dental coverage when I lost my job.

I recently earned my GED and am interested in the Electronics and
Engineering program at Colombia Gorge Community College. With that

degree I could get a job at places like Intel, or the Army Corps of Engineers. Food stamps have helped me
achieve my successes so far. They are especially useful when expenses are high, like when my kids had medical
problems requiring dental work and deafness testing. Food stamps prevent me from having to spend my time
searching for my family’s next meal so I can work and earn my degrees.

“Food stamps are particularly

useful when expenses are high —

like when my kids had 

medical problems.”

— Lorry Baker
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Barriers to access
This section and the following stories discuss some of the barriers to food stamp access found in
Oregon Action’s survey.6

Long lines and multiple visits

• 33 percent of respondents waited 15 minutes or longer to receive an application; 18 percent
waited 30 minutes or longer; several waited over an hour.

• 64 percent of respondents waited 15 minutes or longer for their interview to start; 39 percent
waited 30 minutes or longer; 24 percent waited over an hour.

Jessica Marquez

My name is Jessica Marquez. I am 22 years old and I work full time in addition
to being a full-time student at Portland Community College. After this year, I

will transfer to Portland State University and eventually receive my degree in psy-
chology. I am hoping to continue in school and get a doctoral degree, which will
expand my opportunities. Eventually I would like to work counseling troubled teens.

When I applied for food stamps two years ago, I got them with no hassle. Then
my pay increased by 25 cents an hour, I lost access to food stamps and the Oregon
Health Plan. This year I saw flyers around my school explaining the requirements
for food stamps and I decided to apply again. I called the central office to see

where I should go. The person answering the phone asked how much I made and then told me that I made too
much I would probably only get $10 and so it wasn’t worth it for me to apply. I decided $10 wasn’t worth the has-
sle in the Department of Human Services (DHS) office.

A few months later, when I discovered I was pregnant, I decided to apply for food stamps. I went into the
Broadway office but had no idea what to do. I took a number and waited. After a while I noticed some applica-
tions, so I filled out the first page as it said in the instructions. When I finally got to the front of the line, I had to fill
out the rest of the application in front of the receptionist. I felt rushed because there were so many people behind
me in line. Once I turned in the application the receptionist told me to come back anytime for intake and gave me
a list of things to bring with me.

It took me a while to find all my pay stubs. When I went back to the office with my boyfriend, I took a number
and waited for an hour before finally talking to someone. She told me that I needed to come in at 7 a.m. for
intake or they couldn’t see me. I went back at 7 a.m. the next day and had to wait till 8:30 a.m. for an appoint-
ment. My boyfriend couldn’t be with me that day and, at first, the food stamps worker didn’t want to process my
food stamp application without him there. He eventually relented but my application was “pending” until my
boyfriend could come in and answer some questions. Then I had to go in again to get the actual card.

In total, I made six visits and one phone call to the food stamp office. I now receive $149 in food stamps
each month. But worst of all, my food stamp eligibility hasn’t changed from when I first called the central office
and the receptionist told me I would only get $10. The receptionist clearly didn’t have enough information to
determine eligibility over the phone. I could have been getting help all this time.



Yolanda Garza

My name is Yolanda Garza. I was receiving food assistance in 1996
after my first daughter was born. I started attending college later

that year. After Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) start-
ed, my caseworker told me that work came before school. I was a full-
time student taking 12 credit hours at Clark College but I had to quit and
get a job at a temp agency.

The job I got only paid $7.93 an hour, but when I reported this to my
caseworker she said I was no longer eligible for TANF or food stamps. I

also lost my subsidized housing. I was only employed for three weeks before the temp service decided it didn’t
need me.

Now I live in Oregon and have been trying to get food stamps. I am living with a friend, and don’t have a
home of my own for my two daughters. When I first went in to the food stamp office I had to take a number and
wait for a few hours. I was eventually allowed to turn in my application and told to come back between 7 and
8:30 a.m. on Monday. When I finally got my appointment they told me they needed some proof of employment
mailed from my old jobs. I had to wait for days for the print out to arrive. I finally got all my paperwork in
yesterday.

I am homeless, don’t have work, and need help feeding my two children, yet my application won’t be
processed with expedited services. Now I’m just waiting.

• 72 percent of respondents had to make two or more visits to the food stamp office to complete
the application process; 23 percent had to make three or more visits; several applicants made
five or more visits.

• 48 percent made one or more phone calls to complete the application process; 18 percent made
two or more phone calls.

Lack of information

• 36 percent of respondents who used the phone system were not able to get the information they
needed through the phone system.

• 73 percent of respondents were not asked if they were in a crisis situation.

• 75 percent of respondents did not receive information about the expedited food stamp process.

• 75 percent of respondents reported that the grievance process was not explained to them.

• 82 percent of respondents were not told they could receive an application by mail.

Long waiting times and the multiple visits often required to complete the application process create
serious barriers for applicants.  Long amounts of time spent applying for food stamps can result in
missed work and lost pay, as well as child care difficulties.  Large numbers of trips to the food stamp
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Elaine Ludwig

Iwas homeless for over three years, until I moved in with a friend in exchange for
cleaning their home. I have diabetes and it has set into my legs, which makes it

difficult to move around a lot, but it’s not bad enough for the state to help me. I was
a seamstress, but with diabetes I can no longer work with machinery. To get food I
had to turn to food stamps. Recently I got a letter telling me that I needed to be re-
certified for food stamps. I called the Department of Human Services (DHS) to ask
if I could re-certify over the phone, and the office that I have to go to said no. They
told me that I needed to go into the office to make an appointment. I sent my
daughter-in-law to this office to make an appointment for me and they told her that
no appointments are made at all, everything was done on a first come, first serve
basis.

Because of this I had to walk to the bus stop, ride the bus for about 45 minutes, and get off the bus and walk
about six blocks to get to the office. By the time I got to the office I was exhausted and in severe pain. The office
would not tell me when I would be seen even though I explained the pain I was in. They didn’t pay any attention
to me and I had to wait for an hour and a half. Finally, I saw a caseworker who didn’t want to know anything
except whether or not my situation had changed. They were not concerned about my situation or well-being. I
felt like a number, not a person.

Jessica Huston

My name is Jessica Huston. I am 16 years old and nine months pregnant. I
don’t have an income and am currently living with my aunt. When I tried to

get food stamps for myself and my child, the receptionist in the food stamp office
told me that, because of my past history with drugs, I was “too irresponsible” to
get food stamps. When I discovered I was pregnant, I was responsible enough to
put myself through rehab and now I want to attend Pathfinder’s — a school for
teen mothers. I think I am responsible enough to get food stamps and I need
them so I can live at my sister’s place which is close to Pathfinder’s. But I never
got to explain this to a caseworker; despite sitting in the designated “teen-parent”
office for two hours, I never got past the receptionist. Food stamps would help me
get a new start but I haven’t been given a chance.

office create an insurmountable barrier for people with health problems or limited mobility.  All of
these difficulties can discourage people from completing the application process.

The surveyed food stamp applicants often had difficulty obtaining important information.  Some
respondents had difficulties finding information over the phone.  Others were not informed about
expedited access to food stamps, or were not asked if they were in a crisis situation.  Expedited
access to food stamps reduces the time applicants in crisis must wait for food stamps.  When fami-
lies are not screened for expedited service, eligible families must unnecessarily endure additional
days without food.  Lack of information further complicates the difficult application process.
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