
Today in Jefferson County, one in seven people are food insecure, meaning they do not have reliable access 
to a sufficient quantity of food on a regular basis. This mirrors the need throughout the country. According to 
Feeding America, last year an estimated one in nine Americans were food insecure. This is over 37 million 
Americans, including more than 11 million children. Research shows that food insecurity is a complex 
problem. One that is not isolated to just the unemployed or the homeless. On the contrary, food insecurity 
affects our hard-working neighbors. Most families struggling with food insecurity have one or more adults 
working full time, yet are still unable to cover monthly living expenses. There may be additional overlapping 
issues like affordable housing, social isolation, transportation, acute health problems, high medical costs, and 
low wages that may compound this issue. Those who need help putting food on the table are more likely 
than others to struggle with type II diabetes, hypertension, and obesity. These health conditions are directly 
affected by the food we eat. In fact, the same people in need of food assistance simultaneously struggle with 
conditions associated with overeating as a result of being overfed, yet undernourished. Highly processed 
convenience foods, like those frequently found in emergency food boxes, are loaded with calories and 
stripped of nutrients. This makes the quality of food donations even more necessary and impactful. 
 

To address this need, many school districts have taken up the cause of collecting donations for backpack 
programs. Under these programs, food is collected and distributed to identified families, typically at times 
when school meals are not available such as weekends and school holidays. Similarly, as the temperatures 
drop, there is an uptick in food drives hosted by local businesses and organizations to collect canned goods 
and other non-perishable items to distribute to local food pantries and school backpack programs. While 
these efforts are intended to help nourish our neighbors, the quality of food collected may often do little 
more than fill empty bellies with empty calories. But there are simple changes that both the host 
organizations that solicit these donations, and we the public called upon to provide these items, can do to 
help. Guidelines established by the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) encourage the 
following: 

• Promotion of nutrient-dense non-perishable foods that fall within the current guidelines recommended 
by the USDA Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Examples of these guidelines include: 

 - Items with no added sugars 

 - Low-sodium items 

 - Lean protein low in saturated fats 

 - Whole grains 

 - Items rich in naturally-occurring vitamins and nutrients 

 - Foods that contain no trans fats 
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• Promotion of pantry staples that will assist families in preparing more meals at home as opposed to 
relying on convenience foods. Examples include: 

 - Low-sodium broths or stocks 

 - Dried herbs and spices 

 - Mono or poly unsaturated cooking oils 

 - Low-sodium and low-sugar condiments 
 

So the next time you are asked to donate food to a backpack program or other food drive, avoid the 
temptation to reach in the back of your pantry or grab a boxed food item. Instead, consider giving healthy 
food donations that will help recipients maintain nutritious, balanced diets while still ensuring that the items 
requested are easy to collect, store, distribute, and use. 
 

Here are some specific suggestions: 

• Canned fruits with no added sugar (canned in water or 100% juice) 

• Low sodium canned vegetables 

• Canned or dried beans/legumes such as black beans, kidney beans, chickpeas, or lentils  

• Low-fat/ Skim milk or milk alternatives (look for shelf-stable varieties with no added sugars) 

• Nut/seed butters 

• Whole grain pasta 

• Instant brown rice 

• Oatmeal 

• Canned tuna or salmon 

• Dried fruits 

• Low-sodium meat or vegetable stock 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu. 

 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 

 and Jefferson County, NY 4H  


