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Rewarding the Widow’s Mite with
Hope and Opportunity
Michigan’s Coordinated Access to Food for
the Elderly (MiCAFE)

Throughout Michigan, too many women are entering the
Third Age of life with fewer resources, opportunities, and hopes
than they had when they embarked on the American Dream forty
or fifty years ago.

Young brides, eager to head out with their husbands on life’s
journey, they shouldered their share of the burden to make a
better life for their families. They gave birth to a children’s wave
that swept all of us up in a Boomer Nation. Their children are still
reshaping the world as they venture into retirement and beyond.

When the demands of making a living became too much for
one person to meet, they joined their husbands in the work place
as partners in family run small businesses, skilled laborers in
Michigan’s mighty auto factories, and knowledge workers who
accepted the challenges of making businesses run smoothly and
profitably. They were the first generation of superwomen who
were challenged by convention and choice to keep house, hold
down a job, and rear children into adulthood.

In other words, like the widow of the Bible paying tribute to
God, they gave all that they had to give for the future of family,
community and country and asked nothing in return.

Now, in the twilight of life, they are faced with a challenge.
For the first time, in their journey of purpose and sacrifice, they
taste the bitterness of poverty and are fighting to keep their pride
and dignity intact. But it is a struggle.

Their husbands are dead and their families are dispersed.
Sons and daughters have their own struggles to hold onto jobs,
educate children, and set aside something for the time when work
and weekly incomes are not an option.

These noble grandmothers don’t want to burden their
children; they want to try to keep helping, nurturing, and encour-
aging them because that’s what parents do.

But illness has taken hold in their lives. Chronic diseases of
the heart, the joints, and the body’s circulatory system weigh them
down. Modern prescriptive drug therapies for these and other
chronic illnesses, like high cholesterol, diabetes, and cancer, are
truly miraculous. But they don’t come without a cost. Even with
Medicare, and now Medicare Part D, they pay more and more
each year out of pocket for medical care of their bodies’ irrevers-
ible conditions.

The typical MiCAFE applicant  in
Genesee County is a white woman aged
74 living alone who has a high school
education or less.  The applicant is
unlikely to have either employment or
an active marriage partner upon which
to rely for economic support.

Her sole source of income is Social
Security. The rising costs of shelter and
out of pocket medical care have driven
her into poverty for the first time in her
life. She is at high nutritional risk. Her
poor nutritional health is complicated by
the fact that she suffers from multiple
chronic illnesses with the most common
being high blood pressure.
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On top of rising medical expenses, they can’t afford their
spiking shelter costs like mortgage/rent, taxes, and essential
utilities. The homes they own leave them cash poor. Perhaps
they might be considered asset rich if they could afford to sell
their homes.

But they see their friends struggle to keep up with the
annual increase in rents and look instead for ways to still live in
their homes and capture some of its equity. They use reverse
mortgages to pay the bills since Social Security alone doesn’t
get that job done. They gamble that the equity in their homes
will cover their time left on the planet.

So too, sadly, swindlers with schemes and scams prey
upon their desperation with a promise of financial indepen-
dence and freedom from the crushing realty of poverty that
has caught up with them. This ending is not a fit tribute to
America’s truly silent generation who embraced motherhood,
matrimony, and daily, often unpaid, labor with willingness and
love.

American public policy needs to change in order to
honor these women who are aging into poverty. Social Security
and Medicare provide a vital baseline of public support for this
generation.  But more needs to be done.

In the late 1990s, Michigan joined a majority of other
states in offering low income seniors some form of assistance
in purchasing their medicine. Michigan’s solution combined a
tax credit to low-income senior households who spent more
than 5% of household income a year on prescription drugs. In
addition, the Governor created, with legislative support, a
program called the Michigan Emergency Pharmacy Program for
Seniors (MEPPS) to provide vouchers to senior households
spending more than 10% of household income a month on
medicine. Low income senior households that meet the
spending threshold could qualify for up to two vouchers a year.
MEPPS vouchers covered all medicine prescribed in the month
in which it was issued.

This policy initiative was a complex and sometimes
confusing drop in the bucket of need. Nevertheless, 13,000
seniors a year took advantage of the MEPPS program alone. In
addition, the state awarded $18 million a year in tax credits of
up to $600 for out of pocket prescription drug costs. The
outpouring of seniors taking advantage of MEPPS and the
Senior Prescription Drug Tax Credit convinced aging advocates
that some senior households were ready to reach out for
public assistance to push back on poverty.

Officials with the Michigan Office of Services to the Aging
who designed MEPPS and the Drug Credit, administrators of
the state’s Food Assistance Program at the Family Indepen-
dence Agency (now the Michigan Department of Human
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Seven hundred and twenty five
MiCAFE households have been
determined eligible for Food Assistance
Program benefits. Five hundred
seventy-seven (80%) are single person
households. One hundred fifteen
(16%) live in two person households.
Twenty-three (3%) live in households
with three or more people.  In 2006,
88% of the single headed households
receiving FAP benefits contained
females.

There are approximately 6 women for
every 4 males sixty-five and older in
Genesee County. There are fewer than
two males for every 10 MiCAFE
applicants.
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The state departments and advocacy organizations
partnered with senior centers, community centers, churches and
senior housing complexes in Genesee County to see if the
MiCAFE model of locating access points in places where seniors
congregate could make a difference in how many seniors applied
for Michigan’s Food Assistance Program, which is also known as
the federal Food Stamp Program.

MiCAFE has processed more than 1,000 applications for the
Food Assistance Program since the fall of 2002 in Genesee
County. It has expanded to other counties over the past four
years. The expansion counties include Cass, Charlevoix, Branch,
Eaton, Kalamazoo, Gratiot, Emmet, St Joseph. In 2005, the USDA
awarded Elder Law of Michigan a grant to bring MiCAFE to
Wayne County, and most especially Detroit.

MiCAFE was born from one simple premise – America’s
aging female population deserves better than a ripped social
safety net that can’t check their fall into poverty. They merit our
gratitude for what they have given of themselves so this nation
could flourish and grow. The Third Age of their lives should be
filled with hope. Their days should start with visions of opportu-
nities ahead of them, not just reflections on accomplishments
behind them. This goal is ambitious. No one program, however,
well intended, can accomplish it alone. But MiCAFE is intended to
continue the public dialogue on how America as a nation chooses
to cherish its elders.

Inside this report, the reader will meet both the human and
impersonal side of MiCAFE. This document makes the case for
MiCAFE in the dry detail of numbers and statistics. But just as
importantly, it showcases the amazing women who have made
MiCAFE a unique policy initiative that benefits the women who
set fear aside and seek the help they deserve. It also honors the
women who spend hours at computers around the state helping
them complete the formal process of submitting an application
for assistance.

Services), and the leadership of Elder Law of Michigan developed
a research model to increase senior households’ participation in
the Food Assistance Program. They called this model, Michigan’s
Coordinated Access to Food for the Elderly or MiCAFE. They
submitted a grant proposal for project funding to the United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) in 2001. The USDA
awarded Michigan nearly $400,000 to test the MiCAFE model.

Gayle Reed, Director of Krapohl Senior
Center reviews documentation
requirements for a Food Assistance
Program application with a MiCAFE
applicant.

MiCAFE assumes that seniors will
seek out public assistance, in spite of
their innate resistance to anything
that resembles welfare, if

1. their need is great enough; and
2. the access point is located in a

community or neighborhood
agency, organization, or facility
where seniors already gather.

Nora Delmorone first came to Krapohl to
apply for a Michigan Bridge Card. Later,
she came back to volunteer at the Center
as a MiCAFE application assistant. Nora is
responsible for signing up other women
like herself at the Center who, after a life
of raising children and working for a living
found the high cost of medical care and
housing too much for their limited
retirement incomes.
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