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Children need nutritious food every day to grow, develop, and thrive. But one in
five children in California lives in poverty.
California has the 5th largest economy in the world with the highest percentage
and largest number of children living in poverty of any state in the nation. 1 Poverty
is defined as living with the absence of the ability to meet basic human needs,
including shelter, food, clothing, sanitation facilities, health, education and
information, and safe drinking water. Factors affecting whether someone lives in
poverty include income, costs, education and skills, economic opportunity,
supportive services, familial and community supports, race, and a variety of other
factors.
Living “at the poverty line” means basic human needs may be met, with nothing
extra. According to the Harvard Center on the Developing Child, the toxic stress
of living in poverty has negative, life-long impacts on a child’s brain development.
When children live in poverty, they endure hardships that impair their ability to
thrive, 2 and it impacts their capacity to learn, develop, and thrive as children and
throughout their lives. 3
Childhood poverty has a short-term impact on educational success and on
classroom environments at schools with a high-density of very poor children. Over
the long term, it also reduces the strength and capacity of our future workforce. 4
Poverty increases the likelihood that childhood impairments will result in adult
dependency on safety net services. 5
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Poverty is so dangerous for children because their families are more likely to
experience homelessness 6 or to have other basic needs chronically unmet.
Children living in these conditions not only experience the depravity of not having
their needs met, but are also deeply impacted by the toxic stress that results from
chronically unmet needs. 7 One study found that growing up in poverty more
negatively impacts a child’s life chances than neonatal exposure to cocaine. 8
Growing up with unmet basic needs not only impacts the physical health of a
child, it also effects their mental health and future potential. This is, in part,
because parents who are unable to adequately care for their children are more
likely to experience maternal and/or parental depression, 9 a condition
associated with reduced maternal-child interaction known to undermine school
readiness among poor children. 10
Poverty also harms children’s brain development and early functioning, disrupting
their ability to succeed in school and in life. 11 These challenges have been
documented to reduce the ability of children to cope during difficult situations -the very skill they need most as a child living in poverty or a young adult trying to
exit it.
Ultimately, poverty damages a child’s chance to escape, and fuels an
intergenerational cycle of poverty. Children who are born in poverty are three
times as likely to be poor at age 40 than children not born in poverty. 12 This is a
human and a fiscal crisis that we have the ability to solve.
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Unfortunately, proposed SNAP rule changes at the federal level will worsen
outcomes for children already experiencing poverty. We strongly oppose those
changes and urge the Administration to withdraw its proposals.
Anti-hunger programs Reduce Developmental Delays Among Children
Ensuring access to child nutrition programs like the Supplemental Nutrition
Program (SNAP), the largest and most important anti-hunger program, as well as
the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), the School Breakfast Program, the
Summer Lunch Program, the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), the
Afterschool Snack Program, and the Women Infant and Children (WIC) Program
helps to reduce hunger and improve other health outcomes. Most immediately,
addressing food insecurity decreases the risk of developmental delays and
improves outcomes such as children’s ability to focus and perform at school. 13
Though there is not yet research to cite, we believe that children who are food
secure are also happier and less likely to experience pain and fear.
The cost of not protecting children from hunger and poverty is steep -- researchers
estimate poverty currently costs the United States around $800 billion to $1.1 trillion
a year, including poor health among adults who experienced poverty as
children. 14 In early childhood, research on the biology of stress shows how major
adversity such as extreme poverty and hunger can weaken developing brain
architecture and have a cumulative toll on a person’s health in adulthood. 15
Helping families counter these adverse impacts on children, caused by hunger
and poverty, will reduce harm to children and also prevent lifelong adverse
effects of basic need deprivation on their bodies. For these reasons, Western
Center is proud to lead efforts to reduce the experience of child hunger and
poverty, and eventually, end child poverty altogether.
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around health care, housing, and public benefits policies and administration. Learn more at:
www.wclp.org. For more information about these bills or about our legislative positions related to
hunger, contact:
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Email: mherald@wclp.org
Phone: (916) 282-5112
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