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Interview with Nancy Roman, President and CEO of 
Capital Area Food Bank, and Paula Reichel, D.C. 
Director of Capital Area Food Bank
Conducted by reporter D’Ante Smith March 27. This is an edited transcript.

Could you paint a picture for me what hunger in D.C. is? – D’Ante Smith

Nancy Roman: Sure. Well, unfortunately in all urban areas, but in Washington, D.C., in 
particular, there’s more food insecurity. That’s what we refer to as “hunger.” Essentially, it means 
that as an individual, you may not be able to get enough food for yourself or your family at any 
point across a week, across a month, across a year. And the way it looks in our area, we serve the 
District of Columbia and the suburbs in Virginia and in Maryland. And so we have a hunger rate 
of about 15 percent in the District. It’s as high as a third, one in three children in the District, and 
then there’s more hunger than you think in the suburbs as well: 12 percent in Prince George’s 
County, 15 percent in some pockets, 8 percent of Montgomery County, 12 percent across the 
Virginia suburbs. I just completed a series of listening sessions with our partners who are doing 
hunger relief work, and they tell a pretty consistent story of hunger that has risen in past months 
between July and December, in particular by as much as a quarter, and the subgroups that they 
most often see are the working poor and senior citizens. Those are the two groups that are 
emerging as people who are more frequently coming for food assistance.

And maybe just to add, we serve about half a million people over the whole service area. So out 
of four million people that live in the area, about 12 percent or 700,000 are deemed to be food 
insecure, and we reached over the past year about 482,000. Not providing every meal every day, 
but it could be a senior getting two brown bags a week, could be a child getting a meal at a kids 
café after school every day. So we reach about half a million people. We’ll be getting a new 
hunger survey in May, which we are excited to have because we will have updated statistics.

You mention food insecurity. What deems someone to be food insecure?

Nancy Roman: Well, we base that, as everyone else does nationwide also, on poverty data. So 
we use census data, and if you are 185 percent of the poverty rate in this area, you are deemed to 
be food insecure or, as I said, to have trouble securing all the food resources you need to nourish 
yourself or your family.

With the changes and the new addition of the Farm Bill, have you seen any increase in 
SNAP reductions? I know you mention from July to December, but specifically, since the 
bill has been passed, have you seen a spike?

Nancy Roman: Well it’s hard. Let me just say, it’s hard to measure very precisely cause and 
effect. The first SNAP cuts went into effect Nov. 1, and there are anecdotal instances of 
increases. For example, in some of Kids Café sites, they were serving more children. For 
example, Hunger hotline received more calls over that November. 
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And year on year through November, I believe calls were up considerably, you know to the 
hunger hotline. It’s hard to tell precisely how much of that is owing to SNAP verses owing to 
unemployment or other factors that are affecting the economy. But you know for certain that if 
people were getting dollars for food assistance and they are not getting those dollars anymore, 
they need additional support getting food.

I know that you have been here for a while. How has the trend of food insecurity in D.C. 
been since you have been here? Let’s just specifically go from the last year or so from what 
you have seen.

Paula Reichel: Sure. I actually think its stayed relatively consistent. As Nancy mentioned, we 
have a very high food insecurity rate for children, the second highest in the nation. We are 
eclipsed only by the state of Mississippi. So that’s obviously a tragedy and why we are focused 
around childhood feeding. I think for me, coming from working specifically on childhood 
feeding, what’s been interesting is the increase in senior hunger and raising the awareness of 
senior hunger. Children have schools where they attend, where they can receive services or after-
school enrichment centers. Seniors don’t have a natural gathering place, so a lot of times their 
hunger is more hidden.

Speaking of that, I was going to ask this later, but why do you think senior hunger has 
increased in such a way over this past year?

Paula Reichel: I’m not sure if I can speak to exactly over this last year in terms of a time period, 
I think what we are seeing is just the emergence of a larger group of seniors as the baby boom 
generation ages. We are seeing seniors who have chronic diseases who have to choose between 
affording their medicine and affording enough food to support themselves, and those things 
should go hand in hand. It’s natural for you to need food to take your medicine. So I think 
naturally, just the increase in population is what’s causing the increase in hunger.

Speaking of food insecurity in children and the population, do they approach you? Or do 
they call a hotline? Or is there an outreach sometimes to get the word out more? How do 
you get more people involved?

Nancy Roman: Well, we work through 500 partner agencies, and we do have a hotline and 
hundreds of people do call in that hotline and can be referred to one of our partner agencies, and 
some of the partners do outreach in the community. But frankly, many others that I spoke to most 
recently, their listening sessions said that when they began, they did outreach, but that now, they 
don’t do outreach because they have to turn people away. So it’s just meeting the hunger demand 
for the most part.

How do you determine which site hosts programs, such as the Kids Café and the weekend 
programs? Is there a set criteria that a school has to meet?

Paula Reichel: Absolutely. So for the Kids Café program, specifically after-school feeding, there 
has to be some type of enrichment program for the students. It’s pretty loosely defined, so the 
program can simply be homework help or computer class, or it can be something more 
structured. When we’re identifying a site in the community, the first thing we look at is obviously 
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the community need, and we also look at what other existing emergency food resources exist in 
the community because there are some communities that are actually really saturated with our 
partner agencies, with our direct distribution programs. It’s a priority for us to place services 
where there are gaps, so where there is a high need, but not necessarily a large array of existing 
service providers.

You mentioned earlier some of the partnerships you all have, I have a specific question 
about how you guys used to partner with DC Diaper, one of my classmates is doing a story 
on the programs on how you guys help teen mothers. So she wants to know, how do these 
relationships with other non-profits help you address poverty in D.C.?

Nancy Roman: That’s a great, great question. I believe collaboration with other partners is 
hugely important. In fact, I was just discussing that last night with the founder of Fresh Farms, 
which is an organization that is bringing farmer’s markets to D.C. You do it in many different 
ways; in fact I think something we really want to focus on over the coming couple of years is 
really using our role to foster discussion among the many partners, so that you don’t end up 
replicating what someone else is already doing well. I will give you a couple of examples. In our 
mobile marketplace, we have a huge farmer’s market style, large distribution to hundreds of 
families. We kind of bring the food and set it up in a farmer’s market-style atmosphere under 
awnings, sort of a festive atmosphere with food demonstrations and music, and we invite other 
agencies who we believe have something to offer people who would have hunger needs via 
diabetes screenings, literacy, job training, any other services because increasingly I think the 
community is recognizing if we could be wind at the back of each other, we can really help.

Now specifically regarding the diaper situation, that’s one where we decided that while we want 
to be wind at the back of the organization providing diapers to teen mothers, which is a real 
important service, but as far as our internal operations here we really wanted to prioritize food 
and to be crystal clear because there are lots of people that would like us to distribute various 
ancillary products. So it’s really helping our partners do their work, while being super focused on 
our comparative advantage and getting better and smarter and improve the food supply without 
diluting our ability by trying to be all things to all people.

How does feeding a food-insecure person change their day, week or month? And is there a 
bigger impact other than just physical hunger when you feed them

Nancy Roman: Great question. I think increasingly, people appreciate that it is even more 
important than we ever thought. You know, when I was a girl in the ‘60s, we did this so much out 
of compassion, because we didn’t want people to have that uncomfortable feeling. We just 
thought it was wrong that anyone would have the physical discomfort of hunger. In the decades 
that have passed, we appreciate so much more the role that food and nutrition play in health and 
education in particular. And some of it’s intuitive, and some of it really isn’t. I mean, in those 
earliest months and years, you are fundamentally building the immune system of a child for life. 
They will or won’t be able to fight colds, disease as effectively. In the earliest years, you are 
fundamentally affecting the cognitive capacity of a human being. Those are just critical building 
blocks that food and nutrition play early. As time passes, it’s the ability to focus in school and to 
pay attention if you’re on the job. Everyone has the experience of you know, you have an empty 
stomach and your stomach is just growling and growling and growling, you’re less effective at 
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your job or whatever else. And now I think recently, there’s a lot of new research out showing 
how critical nutrition is to the aging process.

Paula is right, one of the reasons there is a focus now on senior hunger is there is simply more 
seniors as our population ages. And people are beginning to realize that you deteriorate much 
more quickly if you don’t have the proper nutrition, and even your medications functioning 
require base levels of nutrition, so at every stage of a human being’s development, food and 
nutrition is absolutely critical. So now, I think the developed community is realizing, gosh we 
used to work on hunger as a sort of human compassion and justice issue, but now there is a real 
reason to work on hunger to really build the kind of society you want because you want healthy, 
educated citizens with jobs, and food and nutrition are foundational to all of those things.

Do you feel as though the food that you provide for the Kids Café and weekend program, I 
know you mentioned nutrition is important, do you feel that they are getting for that meal, 
enough nutrients from that meal? And do you feel that when you are purchasing and 
collecting food that you specifically look for high-nutritional foods?

Nancy Roman: Absolutely we do. First of all, we are subject to federal regulation, so you have 
to provide a meat or meat substitute, milk or milk substitute, fruit, vegetable, grain. And second 
of all, I can just tell you anecdotally, last month when I went to a Kids Café site, I was looking 
very specifically at what these kids were eating, and it’s beef stew, peaches, whole-grain bread 
and milk, and it couldn’t possibly be more nutritious. And I was also paying attention to did they 
eat it? They ate every bite. And anyone who’s been a mother, to know that, like after school, if a 
child sits down to a meal like that and eats every bite, the child is hungry. It’s really actually 
quite moving, so without question, the food is nutritious. The regulations are there for good 
reason, and I think the staff has done a terrific job making the food even more nutritious than it 
has to be according to federal guidelines.

We’ve tried experimentation by adding cherry tomatoes and some things, and frankly we learned 
education has to come with it. One site told us that the kids loved the food, but they are throwing 
away the little round tomatoes and what that tells us is that you have to expose them to cutting a 
cherry tomato in half and smelling it and feeling it and looking it and talking about how it grows 
and letting them taste it. So the nutrition-education work we do is a big, big piece of what the 
food bank adds.

Speaking of mothers, my next question. How do you address mothers who can’t provide 
food for their infants? Do you all have specific formula or baby food that you offer to 
them?

Nancy Roman: Well you know, I’m so glad you asked that question, and the answer is a 
complicated answer. We provide some formula when it is donated, but it’s not a core area of 
focus, but not because it’s not important. It’s because WIC is a federal program that is very, very, 
very effectively addressing children. When I was in New York speaking to CEOs of other large 
food banks, one of the things we were talking about is how to more effectively understand the 
organization’s role in forming the safety net under the community. The government program 
WIC is really, extraordinarily effective, and young mothers, one of the things even when I was at 
the United Nations working on hunger globally, we did a lot of work with young mothers and 



5

infants and children, but it’s difficult because they are not in school. School is a good catchment 
place for that population and hospitals and other organizations are better able to reach young 
mothers. The government, I think has done a great job with WIC, so one of the things we’ve 
talked about even as recently as yesterday in our senior leadership meeting is ways we can have 
touch points to inform young mothers about WIC. Retailers give us formula, we do distribute 
that, but that is not something that we purchase and strategically focus on.

We are much more strategically focused on school-aged children up through teenager and senior 
hunger as well. And increasingly, our programs, like family markets, which are in schools and 
aimed at children, but they also engage the family, and that’s part of the way to engage the 
working poor into the family demographic. But I think part of what we can all do better is 
understanding the various roles people play and for us to be an effective spokesperson for the 
good work that the government is doing in a certain area. For the government to be able to 
effectively speak to and address the good work that we are doing as a food bank and there are 
other organizations too. I think the partnership is how we get the really comprehensive safety net 
that takes care of all demographics.

Are children that do not go to school, let’s say for some reason they had to drop out, are 
they still allowed to participate in school programs, or do they have to go to other programs 
that aren’t for school children?

Nancy Roman: Well, you mean if someone dropped out of high school in the eleventh grade, 
would they be entitled to the same free lunch in school, no. Would they be entitled to attend a 
Kids Café? I don’t know the answer to that.

Paula Reichel: Well, actually, they would be entitled to a summer meal. There are very loose 
restrictions on summer meals. I believe anyone under the age of 19 can go and get a free meal at 
a summer site or two free meals per day. For Kids Café, there’s an enrollment aspect, so if the 
program would allow students who are dropouts to enroll, certainly they could participate, but 
that’s up to the discretion of the site.

I know you mentioned earlier, that it all depends on the neighborhood and surrounding 
areas, but is there a list online somewhere I can find which schools have the Kids Café?

Paula Reichel: Actually, one of the things I would like to clarify is that Kids Café isn’t always in 
schools. So what we do is, again speaking to Nancy, we look at what exists, so there are a lot of 
after-school programs that serve at-risk supper, which is what we serve through Kids Café. So 
what we look for is, where are the children congregating after school that’s potentially not a 
school? One of the things we do really well is we serve children at D.C. Parks and Recreation 
Centers. We currently have services at 12 parks and recreation centers, and we are looking to up 
that to 15 next year because we recognize those aren’t naturally community centers, but they are 
not as set up to serve meals, so we are happy to serve in those locations.
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Are the senior citizens allowed to come to the community centers as well, or do they go 
somewhere else to receive their assistance?

Paula Reichel: Well, I will speak specifically to the Commodity Supplemental Food Program, 
which is a program that we operate in collaboration with the District Office on Aging. In that 
program, we actually have, I believe over 60 sites where seniors can come each month and pick 
up 30 pounds of really wonderful, comprehensive nutritious food in a bag. So what we look for 
when we are working with our 6300 seniors, is one hosting these pickup sites actually in senior 
housing centers, so it’s as easy as going down to the first floor. Another option is going to a local 
church or a local community center to pick up your food. So we try to place seniors based upon 
what’s closest to where they live.

It’s hard to speak about what you can see in the future, but for hunger in D.C., do you see 
the problem increasing to a point where it’s getting out of control, or do you see you guys 
grabbing a hold of it?

Nancy Roman: I absolutely believe we can, will and should grab a hold of it [hunger in D.C.] 
and bring it down. It’s a good thing to ask because I think one of the failings of people in our 
space, is that we’re so good at identifying and articulating the problem and less good at 
identifying and articulating all the ways in which we have mitigated the problem. 

There is dramatically less hunger in Washington, D.C., and surrounding suburbs because of the 
excellent work that the government is doing, the Capital Area Food Bank is doing, that our 500 
partner agencies are doing and other civil servants in society are doing. There are many, many, 
many seniors who would be hungry but who aren’t, and you hear those stories everyday.

One of our directors of partnership was telling me at church, she was approached by a woman 
who just thanked her and said she was able to stay in her apartment because of food she got from 
Capital Area Food Bank. When I was at Stuff-A-Truck, which is one of our events, a woman 
came up to me and put a $10 bill in my hand and told me that the Capital Area Food Bank had 
been supporting her and her children for five years and she just got a job. The stories are many 
and we are not as good at telling those, and that’s in part because we’re afraid that if people take 
their eye off the ball of need, that we won’t have the support that we need to continue the work. 
But I think one of the challenges for us, Capital Area Food Bank, and anyone working in hunger, 
is to find ways to tell the success stories and to replicate the success stories, and I am very 
optimistic about the progress that we’ll make in Washington and the surrounding areas.


