
Title: What’s the farm bill got to do with food pantries? 

How do the federal government and farmers across the nation participate in our local food pantry? And 

what happens to the surplus of milk, cranberries, or pork when farmers can’t sell their supply? 

 

One of the answers to these questions is TEFAP, The Emergency Food Assistance Program 

(www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/). Run by the US Department of Agriculture, TEFAP is the largest source of 

federal support for food pantries, soup kitchens, and other emergency programs for low-income 

Americans.  This support comes in the form of commodities which are distributed at no cost to the 

partner organizations, like the Antigo Community Food Pantry (ACFP).  

The ACFP’s monthly commodities delivery includes frozen meats, dried fruits, canned vegetables, 

various grains, and more.  TEFAP purchases these foods for the purpose of redistribution to low-income 

families. Sometimes TEFAP contracts with farmers to grow certain crops, and sometimes TEFAP monies 

are used to reduce a market surplus and support farmers, as defined by the Farm Bill.  This can mean 

that Wisconsin cranberries end up in food pantries and other emergency food outlets across the nation, 

as happened a couple of years ago.  

 

The Farm Bill is redrafted then reauthorized by Congress about every five years, and that process often 

defines what foods are farmed and how they’re grown. The legislation is enormous, covering everything 

from food access for low-income families, to farmer training, crop insurance, and farming practices. 

Often, these policies impact the sustainability of certain farms. The 2019 version was passed in Congress 

with support from both political parties and sets up food and farm systems nationwide until at least 

2023 (www.usda.gov).  

So, what does this all mean on any Wednesday or Friday food distribution on Progress Blvd in Antigo?  

As volunteer Peg Schroepfer puts it, “We’re able to offer more variety. Clients get a choice of meats. We 

write the options up on the board so they can do some planning before they get to the meat counter to 

make choices.”  Choice is a crucial strategy to show respect for all people at the ACFP, so the TEFAP 

commodities support clients in this way too.  

 

Volunteer Kris Page adds, “We usually get high quality, low fat meat from TEFAP, which we all 

appreciate because it’s a healthy and expensive item to purchase.”  TEFAP also provides foods that 

clients might not otherwise consider or be able to afford. One example is dried cherries which have 

many different uses in the kitchen from baking to trail mix and even stir fry.   

TEFAP outlets must maintain compliance with food safety and administrative guidelines. One such guide 

is the definition of low-income household, which is currently set at 185% of the federal poverty level 

(https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/nutrition/tefap/eligibility.htm).   ACFP uses this TEFAP definition as its 

eligibility criteria for clients.  So, in Wisconsin, a household of two members must not exceed $2538.00 

of combined total income per month, or $30,456 per year in order to qualify.  A family of four’s monthly 

income must be below $3,870, or $46,440 annually.  

 

Another requirement is annual Civil Rights training for volunteers. Every volunteer that has contact with 

clients completes a short session focused on identifying and avoiding discrimination in Pantry 

operations. ACFP Manager Rose Prunty notes, “The training is an opportunity for each of us to consider 



whether we treat each individual with dignity and respect.  As one volunteer put it …It is important to 

remember to treat people the way you would like to be treated, especially if you are experiencing 

difficult times.” 

The ACFP’s February commodities delivery totaled 3,192 pounds.  The truck is generally within an hour 

of its scheduled delivery, and when it arrives volunteers spend about 30 minutes unloading and storing 

food.  Volunteers prepare beforehand to create shelf and freezer space, and they express gratitude to FS 

for sending a forklift to help.   From Congress to this forklift, and the hundreds of farmer’s early 

mornings and volunteer efforts in between, Antigo area residents are receiving healthy support.  For 

more information on TEFAP in Wisconsin, visit www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/nutrition/tefap.  

 

 

Picture: Volunteers Pam Bahr and DeeDee Szitta show the flats of canned goods and frozen meats in 

February’s TEFAP delivery. 
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