YOUTH

DEVELOPMENT

INSTITUTE OF
. PUERTO RICO

April 29,2020

The Honorable Mitch McConnell The Honorable Nancy Pelosi
Majority Leader Speaker

U.S. Senate U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, D.C. 20510 Washington, D.C. 20510

The Honorable Chuck Schumer The Honorable Kevin McCarthy
Minority Leader Minority Leader

U.S. Senate U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, D.C. 20510 Washington, D.C. 2051

Dear Majority Leader McConnell, Minority Leader Schumer, Speaker Pelosi and Minority Leader
McCarthy:

We, the undersigned organizations, a group of nonprofit, community-based and philanthropic entities
in Puerto Rico and the continental United States, are writing to urgently request that the next
COVID-19 legislative relief include language granting Puerto Rico access to the resources for a
Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer (P-EBT) option.

The Families First Coronavirus Response Act of 2020 (Families First) increased flexibility and allowed
for a P-EBT option if a school is closed for at least 5 consecutive days during a public health
emergency if the school would otherwise be in session. P-EBT is available to both SNAP and
non-SNAP households with children who qualify for free or reduced price meals under Richard B.
Russell National School Lunch Act and have temporarily lost access to school meals due to
pandemic-related school closures. The benefit is equivalent to the cost of free breakfast and lunch in
the jurisdiction multiplied by the average number of days the school was closed. Benefits are
calculated monthly for each eligible child in the household. The average benefit could range between
$114-8§133.20 per child each month.

Families First did not provide Puerto Rico access to the resources provided to States and other
territories to implement the P-EBT option. Puerto Rico operates a slightly different system (NAP) and
therefore is not eligible for this funding. However, as this funding is available for non-SNAP
households, Puerto Rico families should also qualify. Without access to the Families First
appropriation for P-EBT, Puerto Rico would need to use its NAP funding to provide P-EBT support.
This would reduce the availability of existing NAP resources available to cover additional COVID-19
related needs, such as increased eligibility, evidenced by the 71,000 new applications received in the
past months, and increased food insecurity. Under P-EBT, these students would receive direct
assistance from the U.S. Treasury equivalent to the dollar amount for the cost of their
school-administered meals. This would have a direct impact on children and their households by
increasing the number of alternatives available to them to obtain adequate food during these difficult
times. In order for Puerto Rico to implement P-EBT, Congress must include specific provisions to
address Puerto Rico’s unique situation in the next Covid-19 relief legislation.



Puerto Rico’s children have lived through a particularly difficult three years that have included long
periods of school closures, Hurricane Maria, recent earthquakes, and now the COVID-19 pandemic.
Most have experienced this upheaval in poverty. Fifty-eight percent (58%) of Puerto Rico’s children live
in poverty, and in the majority of cases that poverty is extreme (39%). The proportion of children from
working class families who will also now become poor as a result of their parent's sudden loss of
employment or income is a grave concern.

Given these high levels of economic precarity among children, the School Lunch and School Breakfast
programs are essential components of their basic diet and safety net. School closures, along with the
subsequent interruption of the school meal program, have placed an additional burden on families
with children, as they have to now stretch their scarce dollars further. As was the case after Hurricane
Maria, this has meant that many children are missing meals and going hungry. A study by the Youth
Development Institute revealed that after Hurricane Maria around 25% of the poorest families were
not able to provide three daily meals for their children.

The Puerto Rico Department of Education, which operates as a unitary system and serves as the State
Education Agency (SEA) and also as the only Local Education Agency (LEA), asked for a waiver to
allow non-congregate meals and distributed food from the School Lunch program to some nonprofits
in the island, but given the great number of children in need in the island, and the complexity of the
logistics in the midst of the pandemic, this effort is not nearly enough. We believe that access to
P-EBT would be the most effective way to ensure an adequate, immediate response to the nutrition
emergency Puerto Ricans are experiencing, with the resources going directly to families with children
in need.

The Youth Development Institute of Puerto Rico, the entity leading the coordination of these
Congressional advocacy efforts, is available to provide Congress with information needed to support
this urgent request, including relevant data, and testimonies from family members or signatories to
this letter.

Thank you in advance for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Amanda Rivera
Executive Director
Youth Development Institute of Puerto Rico
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The Honorable Robert C.
Scott

Chairman

House Committee on
Education and Labor

201  Longworth  House
Office Bldg

Washington, DC 20515

House Committee on
Education and Labor

2176 Rayburn HOB
Washington DC 20515

The Honorable Virginia Foxx
Ranking Member
Committee on Education &
Labor Republicans

2462 Rayburn House Office
Building

Washington, DC 20515

Committee on Education &
Labor Republicans

u.s. House of
Representatives

2101 Rayburn HOB
Washington, DC 20515

Cc:

The Honorable Collin
Peterson

Chairman

House Committee on
Agriculture

1301 Longworth House
Office Building

Washington, DC 20515

House Committee on
Agriculture

2204 Rayburn HOB
Washington, DC 20515

The Honorable Kenneth
Michael Conaway

Ranking Member

House Committee on
Agriculture | Republicans
2469 Rayburn H.0.B.
Washington, DC 20515

House Committee on
Agriculture | Republicans
1010 Longworth  House
Office Building

Washington, DC 20515



