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New York State Advocacy Week 
POLICY BRIEF & TALKING POINTS FOR MEETINGS WITH MEMBERS OF CONGRESS  

PURPOSE 
This document is meant to provide some background information on the issue of hunger and how it connects to 
domestic and international poverty-reducing programs funded by the U.S. federal budget. To structure your 
meetings, focus on the talking points on page 4 of the document.  

 

The value of constituent meetings is that they are opportunities for members of Congress and their staff to hear 
why you care about the issue, how you and your communities are engaged in addressing the reality of hunger 
internationally and domestically, and what you want them to do about the issue. Please do not feel like you need 
to memorize the background information. It is meant to serve as a resource for understanding the talking points. 
Constituent meetings are an opportunity to develop relationships and be in conversation with members of 
Congress/staff, and these meetings are particularly timely given the start of a new Congress.  

 

BACKGROUND ON DOMESTIC AND GLOBAL HUNGER AND APPROPRIATIONS:  
Unfortunately, 1 in 9 people in our world do not have enough to eat, which includes over 15.6 million households 
in the United States. America’s economy is approaching record lows of unemployment, but the number of 
Americans who are food insecure continues to increase. Today, 40 million Americans suffer from food insecurity 
including 1 in 6 children. Those who are most vulnerable, children, disabled and elderly, continue to be the most 
susceptible to food insecurity.  

 

In the United States, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Women, Infants and Children program 
(WIC), and summer-meals and after school meal programs are critical in meeting household nutritional needs.  
Collectively, these programs serve over 40 million Americans a year. The changing realities of poverty mean today 
the very communities that produce our nation’s food, rural communities, see the highest rates of participation in 
SNAP. These realities not only meet a fundamental need but help to supplement the work of charitable 
organizations in feeding people in need.  

 

Around the world, millions of our brothers and sisters are facing hunger due to conflict and drought.  Countries like 
South Sudan, Nigeria, and Yemen have been mired in violence for the last several years, and there are great 
concerns additional countries like the Democratic Republic of Congo could see violence spike, leading to more 
hunger. Drought continues to persist across the globe, including some parts of the Horn of Africa and Central 
America. According to USAID’s Famine Early Warning System, which analyzes food insecurity in 46 countries, 83 
million people are expected to need food assistance in 2019, up 7 million from the year before. This figure does not 
include the food security response needed to address more recent challenges such as helping Rohingya or 
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Venezuelan refugees. Further, we could see severe drought affecting large portions of Latin America, Africa and 
Asia if an El Nino materializes later this year, as is predicted by weather experts.   

 

Pope Francis shared these words about hunger in the world, “Let us be clear. Food shortage is not something 
natural, it is not a given, something obvious or self-evident. […] The earth, abused and exploited, continues in many 
parts of the world to yield its fruits, offering us the best of itself. The faces of the starving remind us that we have 
foiled its purposes.” Hunger should never be considered the norm, and international food security programs are 
essential elements to preventing and ending global hunger. Our Catholic faith calls us to honor the dignity of every 
human being. We must ensure that all people have regular access to enough, nutritious food.   

 

Appropriations  

Each year, the U.S. House of Representatives and the U.S. Senate negotiate how to spend U.S. taxpayer dollars 
through a process called appropriations. Every February, the Executive branch, which spends the money 
appropriated by the Legislative branch, sends a budget proposal to Congress. Of the $4 trillion U.S. federal budget, 
only one-quarter, or a little over $1 trillion is defined as discretionary spending, or money that Congress decides 
how to spend each year. The other three-quarters is mandatory spending, or expenditures that are permanently 
designated in law, such as Social Security.  

 

After Congress receives the President’s Budget Request, the House and Senate Appropriations Committees each 
develop their own plans for spending taxpayer dollars for the upcoming fiscal year. Each Chamber of Congress 
conducts hearings, accepts outside requests related to spending from constituents, drafts legislation, and debates 
the spending bills in Committee before voting on the legislation in the full Chamber. After each Chamber passes 
their own appropriations bills (there are twelve in total that fund the various agencies of the government), the 
House and Senate meet in conference to debate the differences between the bills. After they negotiate and come 
to a compromise, they pass the bills and send them to the President to sign into law. Congress is expected to 
complete this process before the beginning of the next fiscal year, which is at the end of September.   

 

Historically, about 1% of total spending is appropriated to foreign assistance as part of two appropriations bills: the 
State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs bill, which funds the U.S. Department of State and the U.S. Agency 
for International Development, and the Agriculture bill, which funds the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Half of 
that 1% (roughly $25 billion) is directed toward poverty-reducing humanitarian and development aid. Through 
funding from these governmental agencies, organizations such as CRS partner with the U.S. government to 
implement development and humanitarian programming. While foreign assistance has large bipartisan support, 
each of the last three years, the Administration has proposed to reduce foreign aid by 30%. Thanks to constituent 
voices like yours, Congress has rejected these cuts and largely maintained U.S. investments in poverty reduction 
programming. 

 

STATE OF PLAY 
What’s the connection between hunger and appropriations?  

As the world’s wealthiest nation and the largest provider of international humanitarian assistance, the United 
States plays a key role in protecting and promoting the global common good, addressing chronic causes of poverty, 
and responding to complex humanitarian emergencies. U.S. leadership inspires other nations and donors to give 
generously and sets policy agendas for alleviating poverty. CRS is a recipient of these public funds, which support 
key CRS programs that address global hunger. CRS also receives private funds, especially from Catholic Church 
partners and foundations, allowing us to innovate, be flexible, and scale up quickly during emergencies. 
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To respond to the needs of those who experience hunger and address the root causes of poverty, CRS depends on 
the U.S. government continuing to support robust funding for foreign assistance. Advocating with your member of 
Congress on appropriations is an important way to influence how the U.S. government prioritizes relief and 
assistance overseas. Many of the food security projects CRS implements, including Feed the Future in Ghana and 
Rwanda, Food for Peace in Guatemala and Ethiopia, Emergency Food Security Programs in Nigeria and Somalia, and 
McGovern-Dole in Honduras and Sierra Leone come directly from U.S. government appropriations.  

 

In the United States, nutrition assistance programs provide opportunities for local Catholic Charities agencies to 
supplement the unmet nutrition needs of local communities and allows these agencies to develop programs for 
addressing poverty.  Working together with the federal nutrition programs, these agencies provide access to food 
and resources to promote greater self-sufficiency for people in need.  Through this partnership, and the support of 
generous donors, Catholic Charities helped provide food assistance to more than 5 million people in need last year. 

 

In 2018, Congress reauthorized key domestic and international food security programs through the Farm Bill and 
Global Food Security Act. Given the current and potential food security challenges, we ask Congress to ensure these 
accounts are robustly funded. Some explanations of these accounts that address hunger include: 

 

International Food Programs 

• International Disaster Assistance, which funds cash- and voucher-based emergency food assistance 
programs. 
 

• Development Assistance, which funds long-term agriculture and nutrition programs under the Feed the 
Future umbrella. 

 

• Food for Peace, which funds U.S.-commodity based emergency and development programs targeting the 
poorest and most vulnerable populations. 

 

• McGovern-Dole, which funds school lunches and education improvement measures. 

 

Domestic Food Programs 

• Women, Infants, and Children (WIC): provides supplemental foods, health care referrals and 
nutrition education to low-income pregnant and post-partum women and to infants and 
children up to age five.  
 

• The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP): TEFAP is the backbone of the charitable 
food system, providing roughly 20% of food commodities distributed by local hunger-relief 
organizations through local food pantry programs. 

 
 

• Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP): improves the health of low-income elderly 
persons by supplementing their diets with nutritious foods to the growing population of 
seniors. Within this program, faith partners assist by delivering these food packages to seniors 
in in need in their communities. 
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TALKING POINTS 
 

• INTRODUCTION: Thanks for giving us time to meet with you and discuss our concerns about the growing 
number of people who are going hungry in this country and the world. We are here today to talk specifically 
about our support of programs used internationally through U.S. foreign assistance and here in the U.S. to 
address these growing needs. (The introduction is an opportunity to introduce who you are, as well as CRS 
and Catholic Charities, and that you are there to discuss hunger and appropriations.) 

 

• CRS TALKING POINT: Serving more than 130 million people in 110 countries in 2017, Catholic Relief Services 
can attest first-hand to the significant challenges communities encounter experiencing hunger and to the 
impact of poverty-reducing U.S. foreign assistance. Our humanitarian and development programs support 
getting people emergency food when disasters strike, providing education about nutritious food for 
mothers and children, and helping communities in poverty grow more of the food they need. For more 
than 75 years, in partnership with the U.S. government and generous donors around the country, CRS has 
worked to bring hope, safety, and opportunity to communities. 

 

• CCUSA TALKING POINT: Serving more than 10 million people last year, 5 million of whom were in need of 
nutrition assistance, Catholic Charities agencies across the country see first-hand the devastating impact 
food insecurity has on local communities.  Catholic Charities agencies not only help to meet the needs of 
these food insecure families but also work to provide training and assistance so that families can better 
support themselves.  In the state of New York alone, Catholic Charities agencies provided assistance to over 
847,000 people including food assistance to over 73,000 people. The domestic nutrition assistance 
programs play a vital supporting role in the partnership between government and local social service 
organizations. 

 

• STORY AND PERSONAL TESTIMONY: As committed Catholics, we believe the United States must continue 
to be a leader in addressing the root causes of hunger and meeting the immediate needs of those suffering 
from hunger in the U.S. and around the world.  

o Share a personal story of why you support those experiencing hunger and Catholic Relief Services’ 
and Catholic Charities’ work.  

o Share a story about CRS or Catholic Charities programs that address hunger, but even more 
importantly, share about the work you do in your diocese or community to advocate on behalf of 
the poor and the marginalized—this could be service connections, CRS Rice Bowl, or other 
touchpoints to illustrate that other constituents also care about the issue you are advocating on. 

▪ Some data you could highlight for programs your community supports: We have seen a X 
percentage increase in the number of families needing food that come to our parish 
ministry.  

 

• We are very concerned and opposed to cuts to both foreign and domestic aid programs working to 
reduce poverty and food insecurity.  Over the past couple of years, there have been significant cuts 
proposed, and thankfully Congress has rejected those cuts.   

 

• ASK: As Congress develops and negotiates Fiscal Year 2020 spending, we urge you to ensure the highest 
funding levels possible for poverty-reducing domestic and international development and humanitarian 
assistance. (Share chart provided by CRS and explain that the various poverty-reducing accounts listed 
support the poor and the vulnerable overseas, alleviate suffering, and allow communities to thrive).
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QUESTIONS/COMMENTS TO RAISE 
 

• If the Senator/Representative travels abroad, please let us know if he/she would like to visit CRS 
programming. CRS is in 110 countries around the world and would welcome an opportunity to show the 
Senator/Representative the impact U.S. dollars have on the ground.  

 

• If the Senator/Representative is interested in learning more about local Catholic Charities programs, urge 
them to reach out to local Catholic Charities agencies to visit their programs.  

 

• Encourage the Senator/Representative to see CRS and Catholic Charities USA as a resource in Washington, 
DC and a resource in the state/district. 

 

• Invite the Senator/Representative or their staff to an event in your community.  
 

• Express an interest in continuing to dialogue with the Senator/Representative, or his/her staff, on these 
issues. 

 


