The Foundation for Delaware County Addresses Funding
Shortage for Vital Food Program Serving Mothers and
Children
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For five years, Michele Berry raised her child alone on a nurse’s aide salary that paid $9 an hour. The
father was in jail and out of their lives.
“I had to pay for daycare and I had a car that was falling apart,” she said. Baby formula was
unbelievably expensive. At 21, her life was “just a mess.”
A girlfriend told her about WIC, a USDA supplemental nutrition grant program that provided her
with free, nutritional food while she was pregnant, with additional food for her baby after it was born.

“I just can’t imagine getting through all that without the help of WIC,” she said.
Things have improved, but she still needs the help that WIC provides. Her first son is now 11. She’s
engaged to another man and they have a one-year-old. Between the two of them, they are working
three jobs while she goes to school for her bachelor’s degree. She plans to start a business as a Reiki
practitioner.

“We’re doing better now but it’s different struggles,” she said. “I have to work part time because I
can’t afford to put the baby in daycare and I want to be with him as much as I can be.”
Being on WIC means they can pay bills, put money toward schooling and less toward baby formula.
“We are climbing the ladder. We’re not trying to be on welfare, get help forever, and it’s definitely
helping us get out of that,” she said.
For 45 years, eligible pregnant women, infants and children under 5 have been able to get nutritious
food through WIC (Women, Infants and Children).
Now, on the 45th anniversary of the program, there is a funding shortage that threatens the ability to
get food benefits and nutrition and breastfeeding counseling to their clients.
Pennsylvania received less funding that translated into budget reductions, causing significant layoffs
and clinic closings across the state.
For Delaware County’s 9,654 WIC participants, there was a 4.7 percent reduction in funds to three
clinics in Upper Darby, Springfield and Chester.
This is the first year the funding went down, says Filomena Ahlefeld, a 26-year WIC program director
for the non-profit The Foundation for Delaware County, which administers the program.
The food dollars are still there but the administration costs are being cut.”
Rather than shutting down a clinic or reducing staff, the Foundation is supplementing the federal
grant with its own funds to keep everything open, she says.
“That was wonderful that they were willing to do that and maintain the level of service in the county,”
she says.
There are challenges ahead if funding does not increase since Ahlefeld needs adequate staff to run
the clinic. WIC staff has expertise in nutrition counseling and can offer diet advice, shopping help and
nutritional recipes.
The hope is to find other funding sources out there, private and state, that will keep the WIC
program going in Delaware County.
So what makes this program so worth supporting?
There was growing concern in the late 1960s over malnutrition among poverty-stricken moms,
infants and children. The concern grew into a pilot supplemental food program in 1972 aimed at
improving the health of pregnant mothers, infants and children.

In 1975, WIC was established as a permanent program, providing monthly vouchers to women,
children and infants who were considered at nutritional risk. The vouchers were available at local
public health clinics and could be redeemed at grocery stores for certain nutritional foods beneficial
to pregnant women, infants and children. Mothers also received nutritional counseling at the clinics
so they could make better food choices.
Today, WIC helps more than 7 million people.
To qualify, individuals must live in Pennsylvania, meet income guidelines of 185 percent above the
poverty line and demonstrate a medical or nutritional need.
It is open to pregnant women, non-breastfeeding moms of babies born in the last six months,
breastfeeding moms of babies born in the last 12 months, infants and children under 5.
WIC services ensure normal physical growth and development in children, reduce anemia, and
improve access to healthcare and social services. Moms on WIC seek prenatal care earlier and are
more likely to carry their pregnancies to term.
There are also breastfeeding counselors and electric breast pumps available to assist new moms.
WIC can be a vital lifeline, even to those who are working.
“In Springfield, we actually have a lot of families who own their own small businesses,” Ahlefeld says.
To find out more about WIC, and to help, visit The Foundation for Delaware County.

