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The number of Marin res-
idents approved for govern-
ment food assistance in-
creased 343% in April com-
pared with a year ago, county 
health officials said.

Marin County’s Depart-
ment of Health and Human 
Services granted 1,187 Cal-
Fresh applications last month 
compared with 268 in April 
2019. There are 7,957 Marin 
households enrolled in the 
program.

Marin County received an-
other 532 applications for Cal-
Fresh in April that are still be-
ing evaluated. It can take as 
long as 30 days to get an ap-
plication processed.

Food stamps provided 
through the federal Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance 
Program are known as Cal-
Fresh in California.

“While we are alarmed by 
the numbers of people in dire 
need, we are heartened by the 
fact that so many seem aware 
of the program and are avail-
ing themselves of this im-
portant resource,” said Kari 
Beuerman, assistant director 
of Marin Health and Human 
Services.

The increased demand for 
food stamps is just one indi-
cation of the growing number 
of Marin residents who lack 
the financial resources needed 
to feed their families since the 
onset of the coronavirus pan-
demic.

Because of the modest 

amount provided through 
CalFresh, hungry Marin res-
idents are having to look to 
food pantries run by the San 
Francisco-Marin Food Bank 
and makeshift government 
programs to fill their plates.

“Folks have had the rug 
pulled out from under them,” 
said Meg Davidson, policy di-
rector at the San Francisco-
Marin Food Bank. “A lot of 
people are coming to our food 
pantries as well as applying 
for CalFresh for the first time.”

Davidson said the food 
bank is serving 30,000 more 
households per week now that 
it was before the pandemic hit 
the Bay Area in mid-March.

“We definitely anticipate 
the need is going to grow as 
the unemployment numbers 
continue to rise,” Davidson 
said. “We’re opening new pop-
up pantries every week, and 
they’re filling immediately. 
Our lines are quite long.”

Maria Jose Ruiz, a Marin 
County eligibility worker who 
signs people up for CalFresh, 
said that before the pandemic 
many people were hesitant to 
apply for CalFresh because of 
the stigma associated with 
government assistance.

“Since the virus hit,” she 
said, “people are definitely 
more open to applying be-
cause they need it.”

Ruiz remembers the call she 
received at the beginning of 
the county’s “shelter in place” 
order from the wife of an un-
documented construction 
worker with six children. Her 
husband had just lost his job.
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“She was petrified,” Ruiz 
said. “She didn’t know how 
they were going to feed 
their children or pay their 
rent.”

“That’s been the case 
with client after client,” 
Ruiz said. “They’ve lost 
their entire source of in-
come. These are families 
who don’t have savings, 
that work day labor jobs 
and are really struggling 
to meet their needs.”

Ruiz said it is likely the 
county would have re-
ceived more CalFresh ap-
plications if it weren’t for 
a new rule imposed by the 
Trump administration 
that became effective in 
February. The rule denies 
green cards, permanent le-
gal status, to immigrants 
who are judged likely to 
require public benefits 
such as Medicaid, housing 
vouchers, or food stamps.

“When public charge 
went into effect, we had 
a lot of clients call to dis-
continue their benefits be-
cause they were afraid,” 
Ruiz said.

She said the public 
charge rule has also made 
many families fearful of 
using California’s Pan-
demic Electronic Benefit 
Transfer Program, which 
provides additional sup-
port to purchase groceries 
to families with children 
who are eligible for free 
or reduced-price school 
meals.

The size of the max-
imum benefit available 
through CalFresh is mod-
est. The monthly allotment 
for a one-person household 
is $194, a little more than 
$6 per day; a two-person 
household is eligible for a 
maximum of $355, or less 
than $12 per day.

According to the Insight 
Center for Economic Devel-
opment, an Oakland-based 
nonprofit, single adults in 
Marin need to spend $339 

a month to feed themselves 
while two adults require 
$645. The estimate as-
sumes the food is prepared 
at home using the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture’s 
low-cost food plan; it al-
lows for no take-out, fast-
food or restaurant meals.

“The CalFresh benefit 
just isn’t enough,” said Ja-
cob Denney, the center’s 
director of policy and re-
search. “The Bay Area is 
uniquely expensive. The 
statewide CalFresh bene-
fit doesn’t account for that 
regional cost difference.”

Other county programs 
have also ramped up to 
help meet the growing 
need. Since the shelter-in-
place order went into ef-
fect, the San Rafael non-
profit Whistlestop has 
increased the number 
of meals it is delivering 
to Marin residents with 
chronic or life-threaten-
ing illnesses through its 
Nourish program by 28% 
and the number of meals it 
is bringing to housebound 

older adults by 40%, said 
Nancy Geisse, chief opera-
tions officer.

“Since the second week 
of March, we’ve delivered 
22,000 Meals on Wheels 
meals and over 7,000 Nour-
ish meals,” Geisse said.

During the last two 
months, she said, Whis-
tlestop has also deliv-
ered 5,400 meals donated 
by Insalata’s Restaurant 
through the San Rafael 
nonprofit ExtraFood.org. 
And it has helped regis-
ter low-income Marin res-
idents 65 or older in a state 
funded program that is 
paying Marin restaurants 
to provide meals to seniors 
who are sheltering from 
the coronavirus.

That program, which be-
gan May 18 and was slated 
to end on May 29, has been 
extended until June 10, 
Beuerman said.

She said 25 restaurants 
are participating in the 
program and 721 Marin 
residents are receiving 
meals.
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