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 The U.S. Department of Agriculture provides children and
needy families access to a more healthful diet through its food
assistance programs and comprehensive nutrition education
efforts, and provides farmers an outlet for the distribution of food
purchased under farmer assistance authorities.

  USDA’s Food and Consumer Service administers 15 Federal
food and nutrition assistance programs. These programs serve
1 in 6 Americans. This section describes the Food Stamp pro-
gram, the cornerstone of the USDA food assistance programs;
the National School Lunch and School Breakfast programs,
which provide pre-school and school-aged children with nutritious
meals that are free or provided at a greatly reduced price; and
WIC (Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, In-
fants, and Children), which provides food supplements, nutrition
education, and health care referrals.

 FCS programs are operated in a State-Federal partnership,
in which the Federal Government is generally responsible for
food costs for the programs and shares administrative costs with
the States. FCS is responsible for interpreting Federal statutes,

are provided to States to encourage maintaining program spend-
ing levels.

 Families cannot spend more than five cumulative years on
TANF. States can specify fewer years, and exempt up to 20% of
the caseload from the time limit. After the time limit is exceeded,
they can elect to provide noncash assistance and vouchers to
families using Social Services Block Grant or State funds.

 Child care funding is provided to help more mothers move
into jobs. Women on welfare continue to receive health coverage
for their families, including a year or more of transitional Medicaid
when they leave welfare for work.

 To be eligible for TANF block grants, States must operate a
child support enforcement program meeting Federal requirements.
The Federal Case Registry and National Directory of New Hires
will be used to track delinquent parents across State lines. Child
support can be withheld directly from wages, and paternity estab-
lishment is streamlined; cash assistance will be reduced by at
least 25% in cases of failure to cooperate with paternity establish-
ment. The law establishes uniform interstate child support laws,
central registries of child support orders and collections, and
toughened enforcement of child support.

 Unmarried minor parents are required to live with a respon-
sible adult or in an adult-supervised setting and participate in
educational and training activities in order to receive assistance.
Efforts are to be undertaken to prevent nonmarital teen
pregnancy.
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issuing program regulations and instructions, establishing nation-
wide standards, and ensuring program integrity. FCS regional
offices monitor State agencies to ensure the adequacy of their
administration. States are responsible for determining the eligibility
of needy persons to participate in nutrition assistance programs,
as well as the delivery of services. States are also generally re-
sponsible for coordinating USDA nutrition programs with other
local welfare, health care, and assistance programs. For example,
in most States the welfare department operates the Food Stamp
program, the education department operates the child nutrition
programs, and the health department operates WIC.

 For FY 1997, Congress appropriated $43 billion for the 15
food and nutrition assistance programs, which represents 75% of
the entire USDA budget of $59.1 billion.

Food and Nutrition Assistance Programs

Food Stamp Program

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children (WIC)

WIC Farmers Market Nutrition Program

National School Lunch Program

School Breakfast Program

Summer Food Service Program

Emergency Food Assistance Program

Child and Adult Care Food Program

Commodity Supplemental Food Program

Special Milk Program

Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations

Nutrition Program for the Elderly

Commodity Distribution to Charitable Institutions and to
Soup Kitchens and Food Banks

Nutrition Education and Training Program

Nutrition Assistance Program in Puerto Rico and the
Northern Mariana Islands

 The Food Stamp program was begun in its modern form in
1961 as a pilot program and made permanent in 1964, but it origi-
nated as the Food Stamp Plan in 1939 to help the needy. Expan-
sion of the program occurred most dramatically after 1974, when
Congress required all States to offer food stamps to low-income
households. Program growth has continued since then. Participation
generally peaks in periods of high unemployment, inflation, and
recession.

  The program issues monthly allotments of coupons that are
redeemable at retail food stores, or provides benefits through
electronic benefit transfer (EBT). The EBT system allows food
stamp customers, using a plastic card similar to a bank card, to buy
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