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Hailey Wynos and Shardae Skenandore make a healthy snack as part of a cooking demonstration guided by the

Menominee Tribe of Wisconsin (Photo credit: Flickr/U.S. Department of Agriculture/2.0

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/15089937794/in/album-72157648714598229/))

The Trump administration recently announced a proposal to reform the SNAP
program: By 2019, those who receive at least $90 a month may begin to receive half of
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their assistance in the form of a government-distributed food basket. While there has
been confusion on how this would realistically be implemented
(https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/us/harvest-box-snap-food-stamps.html), one point of
contention has stuck. The idea of the government distributing food baskets to low-
income people seems like a paternalistic over step and control of individual choice. But
this program proposal is nothing new; Native Americans have been dealing with
federal oversight into individual food consumption and the resultant negative health
impacts for generations.

On a monthly basis, tens of thousands of Native American families in 276 tribal
communities across the United States receive food baskets from the Food Distribution
Program for Indian Reservations (https://fns-

prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/fdpir/pfs-fdpir.pdf) (FDPIR or “commodities”). Like
Trump’s SNAP proposal, the USDA ships food in bulk to administering state or tribal
governments who then distribute the food to qualifying individuals in their
community. FDPIR does indeed fill a gap—one of the reasons it was developed in 1973
was to provide an alternative to rural tribal communities that don’t have access to
SNAP-eligible stores.

“For some people, the commodities programs is the difference between life and death,”
Janie Simms Hipp, Founding Director of the Indigenous Food and Agriculture Initiative
at the University of Arkansas School of Law, reflects. At the same time, Simms Hipp
said her stomach sank when she heard about the Trump administration’s proposal.
“Regardless of whether anyone thinks this Harvest Box approach is a good idea or not,
you don’t just come up with this approach without years of study,” she told me. “The
economic modeling on the distribution channeling would take years alone.” This is
particularly true considering the administration’s plan would impact millions of
people, not tens of thousands.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/us/harvest-box-snap-food-stamps.html
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/fdpir/pfs-fdpir.pdf
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Ricky John and Anita Frazier pack food for a family in the Choctaw Nation Food Distribution Program on Indian

Reservations site in Choctaw, MS (Photo credit: Flickr/U.S. Department of Agriculture/2.0

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/15089942544/in/album-72157648714598229/))

Federal distribution of food to Native Americans goes back more than a century. When
tribes were forcefully relocated to reservations or removed from their tribal lands,
some received food rations from the federal government. Rations had much lower
nutritional value compared to their traditional diets and often arrived too rotten to eat.
These issues continue with FDPIR. A 2015 report on health disparities and food access
in Native American communities (http://www.heart.org/idc/groups/heart-

public/@wcm/@adv/documents/downloadable/ucm_475566.pdf) noted that “at one time in
late Summer 2014, over 30 percent of the [FDPIR] food package was unavailable on
warehouse shelves to be ordered by tribal governments and all proteins available in
the package except one were unavailable. Moreover, fresh fruits and vegetables often
arrive to remote reservation delivery points spoiled and unable to be used.” When the
food package isn’t available, it often means people don’t eat, as FDPIR participants are
not allowed to use SNAP.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/15089942544/in/album-72157648714598229/
http://www.heart.org/idc/groups/heart-public/@wcm/@adv/documents/downloadable/ucm_475566.pdf
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Holly Hunts, an economist and professor at Montana State University, calls FDPIR a
“wicked problem.” “Wicked problems are ones that are super complicated and you
need lots of different people at the table to think them through,” she said. “Because if
you don’t, the solution you come up with can spawn more problems. FDPIR is the
perfect case of that.” For example, she notes that because FDPIR participants can’t also
receive SNAP benefits, local merchants in high-FDPIR areas are less likely to establish
grocery stores, stymieing economic development and further heightening food
inaccess. “The [federal government’s] solutions have been really short sighted,” Hunts
said.

Food access and nutrition plays a huge role in our health
(http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2729116/). What we eat can help prevent
chronic illness or exacerbate existing health issues. Perhaps unsurprising, FDPIR does
not provide healthy food to participants. A 2010 study co-authored by Hunts assessed
five standard FDPIR packages and found that none of the packages met the dietary
standards (http://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/assessing-

foods-offered-in-the-food-distribution-program-on-indian-reservations-fdpir-using-the-

healthy-eating-index-2010/71CDB93AC8C6109F7D07BD9C6718A73A/core-reader) laid out by
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the US Health & Human
Services (HHS). In fact, all of the sample food packages met “the standard for a
maximum value for Empty Calories,” and none provided the full amount of fruits,
vegetables, protein foods, refined grains, or sodium as recommended by the USDA’s
Healthy Eating Index (which is often used to measure nutrition in low-income
communities.)

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2729116/
http://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/public-health-nutrition/article/assessing-foods-offered-in-the-food-distribution-program-on-indian-reservations-fdpir-using-the-healthy-eating-index-2010/71CDB93AC8C6109F7D07BD9C6718A73A/core-reader
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Residents of the Five Sandoval Indian Pueblos in Bernalillo, NM (Photo credit: Flickr/U.S. Department of Agriculture/2.0

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/16204721112/in/album-72157648714598229/))

This lack of nutritious food options has deep impacts on Native American health.
According to the Indian Health Clinical Reporting system, over 80 percent of American
Indian/Alaska Native adults are overweight or obese
(https://www.ihs.gov/healthyweight/includes/themes/newihstheme/display_objects/documents/HW4

and an estimated 45 percent to 51 percent of American Indian children are obese. If
these trends continue, it is predicted that half of American Indian children will develop
Type 2 diabetes in their lifetimes. Though diabetes is pervasive in many Native
American families today, it did not in fact emerge as a prominent disease in Indian
Country until the 1960s and ’70s, after generations of the federal government
monitoring and controlling what foods Native Americans had access to and as FDPIR
was first being implemented. Researchers note that diabetes is often called “the new
smallpox.” (https://www.heart.org/idc/groups/heart-

public/@wcm/@adv/documents/downloadable/ucm_475566.pdf)

Despite its issues, FDPIR is a necessary form of food assistance for many people. Given
this, program directors have “been fighting since the inception to make things better”

https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/16204721112/in/album-72157648714598229/
https://www.ihs.gov/healthyweight/includes/themes/newihstheme/display_objects/documents/HW4L_TeamsLeaders.pdf
https://www.heart.org/idc/groups/heart-public/@wcm/@adv/documents/downloadable/ucm_475566.pdf
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because it has “caused way more problems than it solved,” according to Hunts. Their
decades of work is slowly impacting food availability. For example, traditional foods
like frozen salmon, blue cornmeal, and wild rice are now available to FDPIR
participants. Fresh fruit and vegetables are available as well (though it often arrives
too spoiled to use.) Some reservations are creating a more personal, grocery store-like
atmosphere (http://www.cutbankpioneerpress.com/glacier_reporter/news/article_5c4bf3ea-

7656-11e7-931c-eba3a66b32ba.html) for program participants, in place of the more
common warehouse set up.

For four decades, Indian Country has had a model of Trump’s “Harvest Box” proposal
that’s clearly ineffective. FDPIR food packages are woefully unhealthy, logistical issues
mean that food is not always available for those who need it most, and efforts to
integrate traditional tribal foods are often stymied by bureaucratic barriers. Perhaps
most importantly, the vast majority of reservations are still food deserts and Native
American communities are disproportionately ravaged by nutrition-based ailments like
diabetes. “It’s like we didn’t learn any of the lessons that [tribal communities have]
been fighting to improve for 40 years,” reflects Hunts. Trump’s SNAP reform proposal
does not aim to promote local growers, improve health, or increase access to affordable
and healthy food.

Instead, it uses SNAP as a way to cut costs. Limiting lower-income people’s choice in
food isn’t good policy—it plays with people’s health, and Indian communities have
decades of evidence to prove so.
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