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Coupons enable seniors to get local produce
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Seeking to address chronic hunger among the city's low-income senior citizens, Friendly House neighborhood center yesterday kicked off an annual program that gives coupons to local seniors for redemption at Greater Worcester Farmers Market sites around the city.Eligible participants - low-income senior citizens at least 60 years of age - lined up at Beaver Brook Park on Chandler Street to receive four coupons worth $2.50 each. Many immediately redeemed their coupons for fresh fruits and vegetables at the neighboring farmers market stands. Gordon P. Hargrove, Friendly House executive director, said the coupon distribution program's purpose is twofold."This program is extremely important because it introduces (senior citizens) to the farmers market and provides needed dollars to the farmers," Mr. Hargrove said. "It supports the little guy."During a brief ceremony, Dennis L. Irish, chairman of Mayor Timothy P. Murray's Advisory Food Policy Council, brought attention to the problem of chronic hunger in the United States. He said the Friendly House program is needed to help address that problem while supporting local farmers. "Despite the fact that this country produces more food than we can consume, there are still people who go hungry," Mr. Irish said at the ceremony.According to statistics released last October by Brandeis University's Center on Hunger and Poverty, the number of people nationwide who suffer from "hunger insecurity" increased 43 percent from 2000 to 2005.Andrew K. O'Keefe, managing director of Greater Worcester Farmers Markets, said that participants in the Worcester coupon distribution program are especially eager for fresh, locally grown fruits and vegetables. The farmers markets in Worcester boast a higher rate of return on the coupons distributed than similar programs elsewhere in Massachusetts, he said.Ten high-school-age volunteers from a youth group at a Catholic church in Long Island, N.Y., distributed coupons yesterday to senior citizens at Beaver Brook Park. The youth group members, according to their advisers, have traveled to Kenya to feed hungry people and regularly feed the hungry in their local community. After distributing coupons yesterday, the group was planning to work on a local farm for the rest of the week."It's a very rewarding feeling to help these people," said Tim McManus, a high school senior in the group. "It's a good feeling just to know you're doing good."Fran Shivick, who owns Shivick's farm in Oxford, stood at her farm stand after yesterday's ceremony. She has participated in the Greater Worcester Farmers Markets for 21 years."We're bringing fresh produce right to the people," she said, directing a customer to green tomatoes. "The people really appreciate it."Her farm stand has benefited over the years from the Friendly House coupons senior citizens have used to purchase fresh produce.The $15,000 program is supported with funds from the U.S. Department of Agriculture distributed through the state Department of Agricultural Resources. According to Mr. Hargrove, 1,325 seniors are expected to receive coupons this season. Two hundred additional senior citizens will receive food deliveries at their homes. The Worcester Area Elder Nutrition Program Division of Elder Services is contributing to the program this year in place of the defunct Worcester Age Center, said Maggie Woodward of the elder nutrition program.Wanda Plots, who lined up with other seniors yesterday morning to receive their coupons, was eager to redeem them in exchange for fresh produce."I want to get some veggies," she said. "They're going to be nice and fresh, anyways."Coupons will be distributed through Sept. 14 or until they are no longer available. Call Friendly House at (508) 755-4362 for additional information on eligibility.Contact Matthew Stone by e-mail at mstone@telegram.com.
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