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GALVESTON — Ted Hanley has been a bit of a traveler of late.

The Jesse Tree, the agency Hanley founded 10 years ago, has been recognized by the U.S. Bureau of Primary Healthcare as a “model that works” and as a result, Hanley has done his share of speaking engagements in communities across the country to talk about his agency’s efforts to link churches, social service organizations and the medical establishment into a community safety net.

Last month, he made an appearance in Michigan to argue that food pantries had to be concerned about more than handing out food. He said he asked them what they were doing to integrate care for people coming to their food pantries.

“What are the churches really doing by being involved in this nutrition effort?” he asked.

What they should be concerned about, he said, are the underlying issues that lead people to come asking for help.

“People got up out of their seats, and they were talking about what they could do to address these issues,” he said.

He doesn’t always get the same reception in Galveston.

“Sometimes I feel like a voice crying in the wilderness,” he said.

Of course, when you fly in from hundreds of miles away, it’s easy to be seen as a disinterested third party. In the town where you live and work, that can be more difficult.

“Some people are going to read what I say and think I’m taking a pot shot,” he said.

Others will see his efforts as self-serving. Hanley, though, says it’s not about expanding his agency’s network.

“It’s all about health,” he said. “If you don’t consider some of the statistics — the rising number of diabetics, the rising level of hypertension, the increased amount of obesity — if you don’t consider those things, then you’re really not doing the whole job.”

Too few pantries, he said, consult nutritionists in stocking their shelves.

“Consequently, day-old doughnuts, cakes and pies are a staple in many pantries and feeding programs,” Hanley said. “Although these items are readily available, it is truly a false sense of economy.”

The Jesse Tree stages food fairs every Friday at scattered sites around the county. Hanley said screenings by his staff had found that 40 percent of families coming to those food fairs had a diabetic in the household.

“Diabetes has definite genetic links, so these are high-risk households and should be given fresh fruits and produce in addition to education and training on how to manage diabetes,” he said. “Dry goods are often full of starches and carbohydrates, and canned goods are high in salt. These are the worst possible foods to give people with high blood pressure and diabetes.”

And since those asking for food tend also to be uninsured, Hanley said, the resulting health problems end up as a drain on the public wallet.

“The free cakes and pies cost us plenty in the long run,” he said. “People who are in need of food need good nutrition, protein and produce, not sugars and starches.”

And then there are the other medical issues facing those who come to food pantries for help.

“Addiction and untreated mental illness are major contributing factors to creating hungry people in a given community,” Hanley said. “Again, these are major medical problems that are extremely costly to treat, and the relapse rates are very high.”

Hanley says food programs that do not deal with those underlying issues run the risk of becoming enablers.

“The addicted mind and body are best served by food products such as whole milk, yogurt and dairy products or products that contain electrolytes, such as juices and fruits,” Hanley said. “A fresh banana and container of yogurt is the most nourishing meal for a chronically mentally ill or addicted individual and actually encourages internal healing of the brain and internal organs. The electrolytes improve decision-making and can help motivate a person to seek additional help.”

At the same time, he said, babies who are going without immunizations are being raised by parents who are eligible for the federal Women, Infants and Children program.

“It’s such a sad commentary,” he said, “but unless leverage is used to increase enrollment, people avoid getting the right kind of help.”

As a result, he said, The Jesse Tree no longer makes referrals. Instead, it has adopted a system called “adherence planning,” which requires clients to enroll in every possible program for which they are eligible.

The bottom line, he said, is that social service agencies need to know more than that a person is hungry. They need to know why.

“There is no lack of food and no lack of programs to feed people,” Hanley said. “Feeding people without resolving these critical issues simply leaves them to get hungry again.”
