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Food Stampsfor Working Families

Low-income working families should not go hungry, and usudly need not: they typicdly are
eigible for food samps, which provide a safety net for families which cannot earn enough to feed
themsdlves. But far too few working families participate in the food stamp program, and the proportion
which does participate declined rapidly throughout the second haf of the 1990s. Fortunately, the
reasons why so few working families participate are fairly well understood. States and the federa
government have the opportunity to make changes that will enable more working families to receive the
food stamps they need, so no such families go hungry.

I. Low-Income Working Families Need Nutrition Assistance

Too many American workers need help feeding their families. For many workers, especidly
those with few skills and minima education, wages are Smply inadequate to keep the family out of
poverty. Hourly wages among families with annua incomes below twice the poverty level average
$7.55, and only $6.73 among single-parent families Wages dso are very low among families that
have recently left welfare: the median hourly wage for families leaving welfare in 1999 was $7.15,2
which was 15 percent below that year’ s poverty leve for afamily of four, even if the family were able
to work full-time and year-round, as many are not. In 2001, afull-time, year-round worker earning the
minimum wage of $5.15/hour earned only 58 percent of the federd poverty level for afamily of four.

Given these low wages, it is perhaps not surprising that one quarter of American workers earn
wages 0 low that full-time work by itsdf will not raise afamily of four out of poverty.®> And the
proportion of poor children who are living in working families— and families with a parent working full-
time—isincreasng: between 1997 and 2000, the proportion of poor children with one or more parents
working full-time, year-round, increased from 27 percent to 37 percent. Over four million children with
such working parents are poor.*

At the same time that wages remain low and poverty rates high, hunger and food insecurity are
adarmingly widespread among low-income Americans. According to the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 33 million Americansin 11 million households live in hunger or on the edge of hunger (what
the government calls “food insecurity”). Over ten percent of al American households are food
insecure. Children make up dmost two-fifths of this group: 18 percent of children are food insecure.
Eight million of these Americans, over athird of them children, lived in households experiencing hunger
due to lack of resources for food at least oncein agiven year.®> Part of thisfood insecurity was likely
due to risng housing costs, but part was surely due to reasons that will be discussed below: inadequate
food stlamp dlotments and declining participation in the food stamp program.

Hunger and food insecurity are especidly prevdent among families leaving welfare. According
to the Urban Indtitute s nationwide survey, about athird of families who left welfare sometime between
1997 and 1999 had to cut the Size of meals or skip meals sometime in the year prior to the survey
because they did not have enough to eat. Over haf worried, either sometimes or often, that their food
would run out before they could afford to buy more® Studies of families leaving welfare in particular
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dates make smilar findings. Fifty-eight percent of families leaving wefare in Colorado reported
difficulty affording food, amost double the number who reported having trouble affording food while on
wefare.” Fifty-three percent of such familiesin the District of Columbia worried sometimes or often
about not having enough food; among wefare leavers who were working, 19 percent reported having
such worries often.®

Working does not protect afamily from hunger, as can be seen in surveys of emergency food
providers. The U.S. Conference of Mayors found that between November 1, 2000 and October 21,
2001, requests for food assistance by families with children increased on average 19 percent.  Fifty-
four percent of the people requesting emergency food ass stance were members of families -- children
and their parents. Thirty-seven percent of the adults requesting food assistance were employed.® A
2001 survey of emergency food providers by America' s Second Harvest showed that in 39 percent of
households served, one or more adults was working. Thirty-nine percent of emergency food clients
were under 18. The study further found that 76 percent of households with children served by
emergency food providers are “food insecure,” and 37 percent are experiencing hunger.’® A study of
familiesleaving wefarein Missouri found that 25 percent of working families sad that in the previous
month there had been atime when they could not buy enough food to meet their household's needs ™

[1. The Food Stamp Program Can Help Needy Families, But Too Few Participate

The nation’s primary defense againgt hunger is the food stamp program. Food samps are
vouchers that low-income households can use to buy food in supermarkets and grocery stores
nationwide. 1n some places the benefits come in the form of coupons, but food stamps are now
primarily distributed eectronicaly via debit-like (“EBT”) cards. With afew exceptions, al types of
households whose incomeis below 130 percent of the poverty line and who have few assets qudify for
food amps. The amount of food stamps a family receives depends on its household sze and the
family’ sincome after deductions for certain expenses.

The food stamp program serves an average of about 18 million people per month, with an
average benefit of $75 per person. Over haf of participants are children, and amost 80 percent of
benefits go to households with children. Although amost afourth of food stamp recipients are elderly
or disabled adults, over afourth of al food stamp households have earnings’? Last year, 49 percent
of food stamp households with children and an able-bodied, non-elderly adult were working.

Food stamps can be an invauable support for working families. A family of four earning the
minimum wage full-time year-round will only reach 75 percent of the poverty leve, even after receiving
the Earned Income Tax Credit. Thisfamily can receive the equivadent of over athird of itsearningsin
food stamps, bringing the family close to the poverty level.** And unlike the EITC, which is usudly
received in asingle lump sum in the year after the low income on which it is based, food samps are
ddivered monthly at the time of determined need, and so are available for day-to-day expenses when
the family is poor.



But many working families do not receive the food stamps they need. Between 1994 and
1999, the total number of people receiving food stamps declined by 35 percent, from 28 million to 17
million. During thistime, the number of people living in poverty declined only 15 percent. Lessthan
haf of the decline in food samp enrollment was due to families becoming indigible because of risng
incomes or welfare reform rules excluding certain groups from digibility. Mot of the declinein
enrollment was due to fewer digible families receiving food samps. The proportion of digible
individuals receiving food stamps fell from 74 percent in 1994 to 57 percent in 1999.%°

Worse ill, the proportion of digible working families receiving food stamps -- which had
aways been lower than that of non-working families -- also declined. 1n 1994, 64 percent of digible
working families received food stamps; in 1999, the most recent year for which we have data, this
number was 48 percent.’® In other words, at the very time when welfare reform was encouraging
the transition from welfare for work, the food stamp program was becoming less effective at
serving working poor families. Because state food stamp agencies were aready in contact with
many of these families, one would have expected the opposite the large influx of new low-income
workers from the welfare rolls should have increased food stamp participation rates among the working
paoor.

In fact, amgority of families|leaving welfare for work have dso lost the food samps that are
intended to support their trangtion to the work force. A nationd study showed that only 43 percent of
former wefare families with children il recaived food samps, despite remaining digible. Of former
welfare families with income below 50 percent of the poverty leve, only haf il received food
stamps”

Families leaving the food stamp program often do not have enough money to buy food. A
study of households leaving the food stamp program in lllinois found that over haf had income below
the poverty leve, and about a quarter had income below 50 percent of the poverty level.®  Other
studies have found that two-thirds of families leaving food stamps reported running out of food,
waorrying about running out of food, or skipping meals for want of food.’® About a quarter experienced
hunger after leaving the food stamp program, and about a quarter of households leaving food stamps
turned to food pantries for help.?°

The Medicaid program has aso experienced unexpected declinesin participation in the wake
of wefare reform, primarily attributable to the same sorts of reasons described in the next section.?
Federd and state policymakersidentified this problem earlier than they did the food stamp participation
decline, however, and moved more rapidly and aggressively to address at |east some aspects of the
Medicaid decline? For example, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services directed Sate
agencies to examine their caseloads and reingtate any family improperly terminated from Medicaid
when their cash welfare case closed.?® States have also conducted wide-ranging outreach to publicize
Medicaid and the State Children’ s Hedlth Insurance Program (SCHIP) and to enrall familiesin these
programs. Comparable efforts to stem the decline in food stamp participation have generaly not been
as energetic or well funded, athough they have been increasing in the last couple of years.



[11. Why Many Working Families Do Not Get the Food Stamps They Need

Thereis no one reason why only 48 percent of low-income working families receive the food
gamps for which they are digible, or why this figure has declined from 64 percent in 1994 as wdfare
reform has swelled the ranks of low-wage workers. Rather, the decline sems from avariety of barriers
embedded in the food stamp program’s digibility rules and in how the program is administered. Some
of these barriers are long-standing and reflect a program that was not originaly designed with coverage
of working families as atop priority. Others are more recent and stem inadvertently from the 1996
welfarelaw’s provisons or from the Quaity Control (QC) system of overseeing state agencies.

A. Barriersto Enrollment and Remaining Enrolled

Many working families do not receive the food stamps they need because the process for
gpplying for food stamps, and for keeping them, is too burdensome. The gpplication takes too long,
families mugt regpply too often, and families must comply with pgperwork demands thet are difficult or
that threaten their relationship with their employer. A study of former welfare families who lost food
stamps found that 21 percent of the familiesleaving welfare in 1999 reported they lost their food stamps
because of adminigtrative problems or hasses -- amost double the 1997 figure of 11 percent. Thirty
percent of the former welfare families who left food stamps and who had income below the poverty
level |eft food stamps because of administrative problems*

States impose many of these requirements out of fear of fiscal pendties under the federd
government’s Quality Control (QC) system. Because food stamp benefits are fully funded by the
federd government but administered by the states, the federd QC system oversees the accuracy of
state agencies food stamp payments. State and federa auditors check a sample of a state’ s food
stamp caseload to determine whether these households have received too much or too little in food
stamps (but generdly not whether an digible family was denied food samps dtogether). From the sum
of the errors found, compared to the total food stamp benefits issued, the auditors produce an overadl
state error rate. Each gtat€' s error rate is compared to the national average of dtate error rates. States
with error rates above the nationa average are subject to fiscal sanctions. By definition, this means that
about haf the states every year are subject to pendties, and others are close enough to the nationd
average S0 that they fed they must operate asiif they arein danger of being pendized.

States are generdly dlowed to reinvest the fiscal sanctions againgt them in their food stamp
programs, rather than smply turning the money over to the U.S. treasury. But state food stamp
adminigtrators generally must request an gppropriation or budget adjustment to pay for the QC
sanctions. Also, many are afraid of publicity surrounding federd “sanctions’ for food stamp “errors’:
they must expose their failure to meet federd expectations to their Governors and legidatures and may
suffer public shaming. With this syssem in place, it is not surprising thet to ensure that they are not giving
families incorrect amounts of food stamps, and thereby protect

themselves againgt QC pendlties, sates require agood ded of information from families, and request
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such information frequently.
QC and other factors therefore create an imposing set of enrollment barriers.

1. Application timeand cost: To receive food stamps, most families must goply in person; dl
must present proof of their address, their income, their rent and utility costs, and many other items of
paperwork. Although some of this paperwork is required by federd regulations, some items are
specified by caseworkers or local managers nervous about QC audits.

On average, households applying for food stamps make two to three trips to the food stamp
office or to other places, such asthe offices of their former employers or landlords for verification of
income or renta payments. The average family spends atotd of five hours and over $10 (primarily on
carfare) gpplying for benefits?® When studied in 2000, the average state food stamp application was
12 pageslong; 12 states' were over 18 pages. Many of these gpplications are long because they
inquire into very particular aspects of income or resources, such as snowmobile ownership or income
from plasma donation.?® The 2000 study of al states’ food stamp applications found many questions
that inquired unnecessarily into sources of income or resources that the food ssamp program disregards.
The same study found no relaionship between the length of a tate' s application form and higher-than-
average QC error rates.?’

Few food stamp offices are open in the evenings or over the weekends, so working families
must usudly take time off work to gpply. Low-wage jobsrardy give their employees paid time off, so
these workers are losing income when they apply for food samps. They may even risk losing their jobs
atogether if they take time off work to apply, even without pay.

2. Frequent regpplications: Unlike Medicaid or cash assistance, which are gpproved for as
long as the family remains digible, food stamps are authorized for only afixed length of time, caled a
“certification period.” To keep their food stamps, families must regpply, and resubmit proof of their
income and expenses, a least yearly and often more frequently. State agencies set different certification
periods for different types of households, according to how likely it is that the household's
circumstances will change over time. Until recently, with some exceptions, states were required to
conduct a face-to-face interview at each recertification.?® Although recertifications need not be quite so
time-consuming as initid gpplications, on average households mugt till expend over two hours and
amost $6 to be recertified.*

In recent years many states have chosen to check working families' income very frequently by
catifying ther digibility for only three months & atime. Thisis because working families income tends
to vary from month to month -- more so than that of households with rdaively unvarying income from
government programs (such aswefare or SSl). The income variations among working households can
lead caseworkers to make more technicd errorsin caculating the amount of the food stamp alotment,
leading some states to call such households more “error-prone.” It isthe fears of such errors, and the
threat of consequent Quality Control pendties, that has caused states to shorten certification periods for
working families. Tommy Thompson, Secretary of Health and Human Services and former Governor
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of Wisconsin, has observed that, “ One federa problem may be the food stamp quaity-control system.
Because cases in which adults work are likely to have errors and to result in fines againgt dates, the
adminigtrative signds in the food stamp program are at odds with those in the [welfare] program.”*

The most recent data show that 34 percent of food stamp working families households with
earnings, and 24 percent of households with children, must regpply every three months3!  The number
of households forced to regpply four or more times ayear tripled between 1994 and 1999. During that
time, overd| food stamp participation rates in the 11 Satesincreasng their reliance on 3-month
certification periods declined from 74 percent to 55 percent, about twice the drop seen in other
States.*

3. Veification requirements: At theinitia application and at each certification, familiesare
required to verify their income and any expenses for which they seek a deduction from their income. In
addition to these federd requirements, many states impose additiond verification obligations. Nine
dates require food stamp applicants to obtain a satement from their landlord, rather than smply
presenting a copy of their lease. Twenty states require food stamp applicantsto provide detailed
directions to their homes.*

Even if afamily iswilling to tackle the burden of obtaining dl the proofs demanded of them,
many families smply are unable to do so: aformer employer may be uncooperative, or alandlord may
be unreachable. In such circumstances, the food slamp agency is required to help the family obtain the
needed veificaion.® Few families know that this assstance is available, however, and busy
casaworkers frequently fail to offer it. The family may smply give up, or its gpplication may be denied
because the family has not verified its digibility.

Verification requirements aso compe many families seeking food stamps to inform their current
employers of their food slamp gpplication and obtain their cooperation, which they may be reluctant to
request. Verifying earnings may be rdaively straightforward if the worker receives paystubs, but even
then families face problemsif they or their caseworkers lose their paystubs or if the paystubs are
unclear. Providing required verification becomes more complicated if the job is new, if the worker ison
some sort of unpaid leave, or if the worker has lost thejob. In each of these circumstances, the food
stamp office will expect the household to obtain aletter from the employer explaining the changein
income. Many families are unwilling to admit that they receive food stamps out of pride, fear that they
will lose their jobsif they place too many demands on their employers, or fear that the stigma of
recelving food stamps will affect their relations with coworkers and supervisors.

4. Reporting requirements  Between regpplications, afamily must Hill report changesin its
income and other circumstances to the food stamp office. Until recently, familiesin most states were
required ether to report every change in income of more than $25 per month, or to submit formsto the
food stlamp office every month, providing a copy of every paystub. The forms themsalves can be
confusing, and contacting the food stamp office difficult because busy caseworkers do not answer their
phones, or do not return phone messages | eft for them. Families



that do not or cannot submit the form and paystubs have their food stamps suspended and eventualy
terminated. These monthly reporting rules are dill in place in 11 dates.

B. Unintended Consequences of Welfare Reform

1. Problems keeping food stamps after leaving welfare: As mentioned earlier, arecent national
study found that only 43 percent of families leaving wefare who remain digible for food stamps
continue to receive them. Another way of seeing this problem is that former welfare families left food
gamps at even higher rates than families recelving food stamps but not cash:  there was a 62 percent
drop-off among digible former wefare families, as compared to a 46 percent decline among eligible
non-welfare families® A study of wdfare leaversin lllinois found that food stlamp participation
plummeted as recipients | eft cash welfare, from 87 percent in the month before leaving welfare to 30
percent three months later, and only 22 percent among those families who had not returned to welfare
in the meantime.*®

Some of the decline in food stamp receipt results from families facing the food stamp vehicle
rule for the firgt time when leaving cash assstance, aswill be discussed below. More sgnificant
contributors to the decline are procedural rules that lead caseworkers to close afamily’ s food stamp
case, often mistakenly, at the same time that they close its welfare case.

A recent study pointed in particular to the problem of the way families leave cash assstance
when they get ajob. Given frequent difficulties reaching caseworkers on the phone, the many demands
on newly-working parents  time, and the loss of wages usudly resulting from taking time off work,
many families leave cash assstance by smply walking away: when they recelve notice of an
appointment to meet with their casaworkers for a redetermination interview, they do not attend. They
know they no longer want (or think they are no longer digible for) cash assstance, and think there are
no consequences from just walking avay. But when afamily failsto keep this gppointment, the
casaworker terminates the family’ s food stamps as well asits cash assistance.®” Nationd policies
protect families from losing Medicaid when they wak away from welfare, but only recently have states
been given the option to continue food stampsin these circumstances.

If the household's food stamp certification period has not yet expired when the family stops
receiving cash welfare, the family’ s food stamps should continue. If the state agency does not have
enough information to determine the family’ s continued igibility for food samps and its benefit amourt,
the sate is required to send the family a notice seeking the needed information.®®  The study of
casaworker behavior described above, however, suggests that “workers practicesin this area vary."

State agencies notices themsdlves frequently contribute to families' losing food stlamps,
because they are too confusing for families to understand or are written at too high aliteracy level. The
notices usudly are generated by a computer from alimited list of reason codes entered by
casaworkers, the reason given on the natice for the change in afamily’ s food stamps may not fit the
household's circumstances well. Thisis especidly trueif the notice is sent in English to families with

limited English profidiency.
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2. Ignorance of digibility: The mgor reason why low-income families do not receive food
sampsisthey do not know they are eigible to receive them. A 1999 study for USDA found that three
quarters of working families digible for food stamps but not recelving them did not know they were
eigible. Even among digible familieswho had gpplied for or received food sampsin the past -- and
who were therefore familiar with the food stamp program -- dmost two-thirds were unaware that they
were now digible.®

Ignorance of digibility aso contributes to the loss of food samps when families leave welfare.
A study of four large urban welfare offices found that athough most caseworkers report to surveyors
that they routinely inform welfare families that they can continue to recelve food samps after they leave
wefare, in practice these casaworkers rardly do so: of 28 interviews observed, the continuing
availability of food samps was mentioned in only five. Moreover, what information caseworkers do
convey tends to be buried within so many other pieces of information that parents do not remember this
oneimportant fact.** This finding was confirmed by four regiond USDA Food and Nutrition Service
adminigtrators, who reported that many people do not apply for food stamps because they assume that
they are indigible for food sampsif they are indigible for welfare*? Moreover, the five-year time limit
on federdly-funded cash welfare benefits has led to a widespread misconception that food slamps are
aso time-limited.

3. Diverson drategies: As part of welfare reform, many states have adopted policiesto
discourage families from turning to cash wdfare if they have any dternative. As of 1999, 20 Sates
required individuas to conduct an extensive job search while their gpplications for cash assstance are
pending; 23 ates offered one-time diverson cash payments as an dternative to ongoing welfare
benefits® Although such strategies are legd for cash welfare programs, they are not legd in the food
stamp program. 1n 1996, Congress consdered and rgjected the ideas of diminating the entitlement to
food samps or converting it into ablock grant. Hungry familieswho are digible for food samps
remain entitled to them and should receive them without delay.

Nonethdess, many dates have implemented their cash welfare diverson srategies in ways that
strongly discourage or even prevent families from applying for food samps. Some states have been
found to be barring families from applying for food stamps the day they first seek to gpply. New York
City was found to have violated food stamp rules by preventing families from gpplying for food stamps
when they firg vigted the food samp office, by not informing families of ther digibility for food samps
if they were denied cash assstance, and by wrongly telling families that emergency (or “expedited”)
food stamps were no longer available® These diversionary strategies are goparently il taking their
toll: while amogt dl other states saw their food stamp rolls increase between December 2000 and
December 2001 -- and nationwide the rolls increased by 9 percent -- New Y ork state’'s food stamp
rolls declined by 8 percent during thet time. This decline was by far the worgt in the nation, despite the
unemployment and increased need for food assstance in New Y ork City after September 11.

Other dates diversons drategies have had a more informad effect on food stamp agpplications.
In Kansas, Utah, and Oregon, families seeking only food stamps had to it through orientations or
mesetings amed at cash welfare gpplicants, which discussed cash welfare work requirements and
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attempted to divert applicants into jobs, even though these rules do not apply to food stamp applicants.
These additiond steps may have discouraged food stamp applications or mided familiesinto thinking
they would be indigible for food stamps.®

C. Program Rulesthat Exclude Many Needy Working Families

1. Asstrules Inorder to asss those families with greater need, the food stamp program has
aways been available only to those with very few resources. In generd, families with assets worth
more than $2,000 are indigible; the limit is $3,000 if the household contains an elderly member. This
limit has not changed since 1985, athough the consumer price index hasincreased 65 percent since that
time*® Mogt retirement savings afamily has accumulated count toward this limit. Certain resources,
such as the family’ s home, its persona belongings, the cash vaue of life insurance, and burid plots, do
not count. (For afull list of countable and exempt resources, see FRAC' s Guide to the Food Stamp
Program.*’) Recently a consensus has been forming that the existing asset rules are overly restrictive
for families, and particularly low-income wor king families.

2. Vehicdeted: Thefood samp program’s rules on vehicle ownership are particularly onerous
to working families. For many families, especidly thosein rurd aress, ardiable car is essentid for
getting to work. Unless a Sate adopts one of severd new options availableto it, or unlessafamily’s
equity in acar islessthan $1,500, casaworkers generdly must count the fair market value of afamily’s
car, excluding thefirg $4,650 of the car’svdue. Even if afamily has no other resources, if the car is
worth $6,651 or more, the family isindligible for food stamps because the value exceeds the vehicle
excluson amount plus the $2,000 resource limit. Besides alowing only the chegpest, and therefore
least reliable cars, these rules are very complicated for state agenciesto administer.

Many states have found that redtrictive vehicle rules undermine ther efforts to help low-income
families find and keep jobs, and therefore they alow families on cash welfare to have one car,
regardless of itsvalue. Aslong asthe family receives cash assstance, this car has no bearing on the
family’ sfood samp digibility; the family is consdered “categoricaly digible’ for food samps, with no
separate asset test. But when families leave wdfare, the food slamp vehicle rules begin to gpply.

A recent sudy found that one of the few significant differences between former welfare families
that continued to receive food stamps and those that did not was car ownership: 70 percent of families
leaving food stamps owned a car, compared with 47 percent of those that remained on food stamps, a
difference that was significant even controlling for income®® Thisis powerful evidence that the existing
vehiclerule is deterring former welfare families from receiving food samps. Fortunately, as discussed
below, states now have several options for addressing this problem.

3. Immigrants Before the 1996 federd welfare reform law,* legd immigrants and citizens
were equaly digible for food samps. 1n 1996, Congress disqudified most lega immigrants, removing
an egtimated 900,000 individuas from the program by August 1997.5° The non-citizens who remained
eligible were primarily (1) refugees and asyleesin their fird five yearsin this country, (2) veterans or
members of the U.S. armed forces and their spouses and minor children, and (3) individuas with long
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work higtories — at least 40 quaifying quartersin the United States— and their spouses and minor
children.®! In 1998, Congress partialy restored food stamp digibility to about 250,000 immigrants.
Restored to the food stamp program were immigrants who had been in this country before August 22,
1996 and who are under 18, were at least age 65 on August 22, 1996, or are disabled.>? The 1998
law dso extended digibility for refugees and asylees to the first seven yearsthey are in this country.

Thus, most non-dderly and non-disabled adult immigrants remain ingligible regardless of when
they entered the U.S,, and dmost dl immigrants who entered the U.S. after 1996 remain indigible.
Mos of these families can only become digible for food stamps by showing that they have worked here
for 40 quarters. In families with only one wage earner, that worker will remain indigible for at least ten
years after arriving in the U.S,, regardless of how hard she works or how little she earns. Before the
1996 redtrictions on immigrant eigibility, noncitizen families recaiving food samps were more likely than
citizen families receiving food stamps to be working.®® Thisislikdly il true of low-income immigrant
families

The cutsin immigrant digibility have aso fdlen particularly harshly on the children of immigrants.
Nearly aquarter of children of immigrants live below the poverty level, compared with 16 percent of
children of natives® Although over three-quarters of children of immigrants are born here, and are
therefore U.S. citizenswho are not categoricaly ineligible for food samps, the participation rate among
food-slamp-eligible citizen children living with non-citizen adults has plummeted: between 1994 and
1999, the proportion of digible citizen children living with immigrant parents and receiving food stamps
dropped from 80 percent to 46 percent. In other words, 800,000 fewer of these children received
food stampsin 1999 than 1994.> Severa reasons explain this huge decline in participation. Not
surprisingly, many immigrant families are confused about who is digible for food samps. Others are
afraid of the Immigration and Naturdization Service, and believe that applying for food stamps for their
citizen children could lead to themselves being deported. Others believe -- incorrectly -- that receiving
food stlamps may cause them to be deemed potentid “ public charges,” which might bar them from
receiving a green card or becoming a citizen.>®

The loss of food samps does not mean these families have enough to eat: over onein three
children of immigrants livesin afamily that worries about or encounters difficulties affording food, ten
percentage points more than children in families where the parents are citizens.>’

4. Inadequate benefit amount: The amount of food stamp benefits afamily receivesis based on
the assumption that afamily should spend 30 percent of itsincome (after certain deductions) on food.
Food stamps fill the gap between 30 percent of afamily’s net income and a bare-bones food budget
developed by the USDA cdled the “ Thrifty Food Plan” (TFP). If the family has no countable income,
it recaives the maximum food stamp dlotment (the amount of the THP); asthe family’sincomerises, its
food slamp dlotment drops. Currently the Thrifty Food Plan provides only $356 to feed afamily of
three for amonth.

The Thrifty Food Plan was first designed by USDA during the Depression to provide a guide
for low-income families that, during an emergency, did not have enough money to maintain their average
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expenditures for food. 1n 1933 USDA released Circular No. 296, “Diets a Four Levels of Nutritive
Content and Cogt,” which characterized what was then called the Economy Food Plan as for
“rediricted diets for emergency use,” and “not recommended for use over indefinite periods.” (In 1965,
USDA'’s Family Economics Review asserted that “[t]he public agency responsible for setting afood
cost standard should know what effect the food alowance is likely to have on the nutritiond qudity of
the diet. If the standard is to be a reasonable measure of basic needs for agood diet, it should be as
high as the cogt of the low-cost food plan,” which currently is approximatdy 25 percent higher than the
TFP.) The TFP svaueis based on a hypothetical family with two healthy adults and two dementary
school age children; it does not reflect the additiona nutritional needs of adolescents, pregnant women,
or people who need specid diets. According to the USDA, only one in ten families can get 100
percent of the recommended daily alowances of key nutrientsif they spend no more on food than the
Thrifty Food Plan.® The TFPis especidly inadeguate for working families: it assumesthat an adult is
spending about three and a half hours per day buying and preparing food from scratch.

Food stamp allotments do not even reflect the true cost of the already-inadequate TFP. Food
stamp benefit increases come only after alag in adjusting the TFP for inflation in food codts, so the
alotment reflects prices four to 16 months earlier. Until 1996, food stamp allotments were somewhat
higher -- 103 percent of the TFP, to compensate for inflation because the TFP is set based on the prior
year' s prices -- but the 1996 federal welfare reform law reduced allotments to 100 percent of the TFP.
Thus, not only is this plan inadequate on its own terms, and especialy so when parents are working, but
it isaso lagging behind inflation.

In addition to the problems with the TFP, the vaue of food sampsis dso declining over time.
This dippage sems from the welfare reform law’ s eimination of anumber of adjustments for increases
in the cost of living that were required by prior law. One of the mgor cuts was the standard deduction
for ahousehold's necessary expenses: this deduction is no longer adjusted for inflation, and remains
fixed at the 1996 levd of $134/month regardiess of household size. Overal, thel996 benefit cuts,
which had nothing to do with the gods of welfare reform, reduced the vaue of food stamp benefits from
80 cents per medl to 75 cents.®® Over six years, poor working households lost an estimated $5.4
billion in food stamps as a result of these cuts®

V. What States Can Do to Increase Accessto the Food Stamp Program

The low participation rates among low-income working families, and especialy among former
welfare families, have caught the attention of federa and (in many cases) date policymakers. In recent
years, the USDA has acknowledged that many of its rules have had the unintended effect of
discouraging participation among families most in need of food assstance. New federd rules now give
dates arange of opportunities to ease the barriers limiting working families' access to food stamps.
The USDA has dso issued a primer on how states may help ensure that working families get the food
stamps they need.’? Finaly, States continue to have the

authority to assess and address barriers to working families that stem from the way the state has chosen
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to administer the food stamp program.

Thus, while more needs to be done a the federd leve (as discussed in the next section), there
are currently arange of actions state agencies should be taking, which together would go along way
toward addressing the problem.®® As HHS Secretary and former Governor Tommy Thompson wrote
lagt year, “many of us have been surprised by the drop in food stlamp and Medicaid receipt by families
leaving welfare.... [I]t seems likely that most of the solutions will be found at the state and local leve "%

C Freeze benefits for families |eaving welfare for work: In November 2000, the USDA
announced a new state option that dlows states to provide up to three months of trangtional
food sampsto families leaving welfare for work.®®  States adopting this “transitiona benefits
dternative’ (TBA) will send former wdfare families the clearest possible message that they
remain digible for food samps for the longer term (if their incomeislow), by continuing to
provide those benefits after the family’ swdfare case closes. During the three-month trangition
period, families can concentrate on adjusting to the workforce without having to take time off
immediately from their new job to regpply for food stamps. States adopting this option will be
held harmless from qudlity control errors for these families during these months of changing
income. This rule became effective on September 10, 2001; states need not obtain USDA
permission to adopt this option.

C Lengthen certification periods: To counteract the decline in participation that slems from
requiring working families to regpply every three months, states should extend these families
certification periods, dlowing them to keep food stamps for longer periods between
regpplications. Recent adjustments to the QC system for working families make this option less
risky for states worried about federa financid pendties. In recognition that the QC system has
inadvertently discouraged participation among working families, USDA has recently started
adjusting states’ QC error rates to take into account high or increased proportions of working
families (as well asimmigrant households, which are likewise more error-prone due to the
complicated digibility rules for immigrants) within a stat€’ s food stamp casdoad. Thiswasan
excdlent decison which will lessen the likelihood that local administrators will identify these
families as potentia problems to be managed or diverted.

C Adopt family-friendly income reporting options: States can ease the reporting burdens on
working families by adopting one of severd options USDA has made available in recent years.
The smplest of theseis " semi-annua reporting,” which would require working families to report
their income and other household changes only twice ayear. During the six-month periods, the
family’ s food stamp benefits would be frozen, and the family would only have to report a
change if its monthly income rose above the digibility limit (130 percent of poverty).® States
would not face qudity control errorsfor failing to adjust the family’ s food samps to reflect
changesin the family’ s circumstances such as fluctuating earnings, because these changes need
not be reported. Families could receive additiona food stamps if they chose to report an
increasein need. About 15 states are aready taking or are consdering this option.
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States unwilling to adopt semi-annud reporting could ease burdens on working familiesin other
ways. States currently requiring families to report income monthly could ask them to report
quarterly instead, as around ten states already are doing.®” States could also expect familiesto
report only certain types of changes in income, such as a change from part-time to full-time
employment status, or changes of more than five hours per week in scheduled work. Around
20 states take one of these two approaches.

| nstitute or enhance afood stamp replacement program for immigrants: In the wake of the 1996
law disqudifying most lega immigrants from recaiving food Samps, 17 satesindituted Sate-
funded programs to replace those food stlamps for some or dl of the disqudified immigrants.
States that have not yet adopted such a program should do so. They may distribute such state-
funded benefits via the food stamp program -- without the need to set up a new bureaucracy --
if they reimburse the federa government for its cods.

Reach out to families outsde welfare offices: Outreach can help reverse the declinein
participation among working families. State food stamp agencies should foster outreach --
publicizing the program and outstationing eligibility workers to accept applications— a food
pantries, unemployment compensation offices, job centers, and, in conjunction with Medicaid
outreach workers, a community hedth centers. As has been done in many states with
Medicaid and the State Children’ s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), states should publicize
the food stamp program through radio spots and widely-seen televison ads, billboards, and
subway placards. Because many families are discouraged from applying by the perception that
any food stamp dlotment they could receive would be smal, states should also set up
prescreening systems o families can determine whether they are digible, and what benefit
amount they would receive, before they apply. States should also go one step further and
contract with local organizationsto assst familiesin filling out the goplication, gathering
necessary verification, and attending interviews.

States may claim federa dollar-for-dollar matching funds to conduct outreach programs, and
dates shares may be funded with in-kind donations of goods or services from other
government entities or private donaions of cash.®® For more information about outreach, see
FRAC's Food Stamp Outreach Resource Center.%®

In addition to the federal matching dollars for outreach available to dl states, in late 2000
Congress made funds available for a set of 100 percent federally funded outreach projects,
responding to the continuing concern that too many digible families are not recelving food
stamp benefits. In January, 2001 USDA announced the award of over $3 million in such grants
nationwide for projects to improve access and participation. Fourteen projects were selected
to receive comptitive grants or participate in cooperative agreements. In September 2001
USDA announced $2 million in grantsto Six state agencies to test strategies to reach needy

elderly people.
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Make welfare offices more worker-friendly:  Although some food stamp offices have extended
office hoursto alow familiesto apply for food stamps without taking time off work, not enough
have made this change. In addition to extended hours, states should adopt other practicesto
accommodate working families, such as opening satdllite offices for conducting food stamp
interviews, establishing drop-boxes for after-hours access, and accepting verification through
fax machines™ States should also create smple systems through which working families can
schedule appointments at times that do not conflict with their jobs, without having to reach their
own casaworker on the phone. In genera, working families should be able to apply for food
stamps a the same sites where they obtain other benefits that support workers, such as
Medicaid and SCHIP (state children’s hedlth insurance programs), child care subsidies, and
Workforce Investment Act job services. States should dso permit families to apply for food
stamps on-line, through smple web stes that families can use at socia service agencies or
libraries, and when possible from home.

Allow food slamp families to own ardliable car: Recent changesin law and regulations give
gtates many options to improve the food samp vehicle rule, to enable low-income families to
own ardiable car to get to work. A state has three main options:™*

(2) It can adopt the same (more generous) vehicle rule for food samps asit isusing for
its federaly-funded cash welfare program, as 25 states have done.

(2) It can adopt the vehicle rule from any other state program that provides assistance
to families using federa TANF or sate maintenance-of-effort funds,” such as a child
care or transportation assistance program. If this other program had no asset test, the
date could diminate dl vehicle redtrictionsiin its food stamp program thisway. At least
part of the benefits provided by the program whose vehicle rule the state borrows must
count as “assstance” under the Department of Hedth & Human Services TANF
regulaions.”? Eight states are now using this option.

(3) By providing food stlamp families with services or benefits funded with TANF or
dtate maintenance-of -effort money, it could make these families “ categoricdly digible’
for food stlamps, and subject only to the asset test of the service or benefit program —
which may have no asset test at dl. See the next paragraph for a description of the
types of services or benefits that can be offered. Seven gates are now using this
option.™

Modify or diminate the asset test via“categoricd digibility: The third option for modifying the

" The 1996 federd welfare reform law replaced AFDC with the Temporary Assistance for

Needy Families (TANF) block grant. As a condition of receiving TANF funds, states must continue to
gpend some of their own money -- i.e,, “maintain ther effort” -- on programs for needy families. States
may spend TANF block grant funds on other programs for low-income families besides welfare.
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vehiclerule, just described, is not limited to cars. states may use it more broadly to reform or
modify the food stamp asset test for most food stamp recipients. The concept of “ categorical
eigibility” haslong been embedded in the food samp program, and reflects an understanding
that if afamily has dready been found digible for one needs-based government program,
determining whether the family’ s resources meet a separate asset test under the food stamp
program is duplicative or counter-productive. In essence, the food stamp program borrows the
asset test of the other government program. USDA guidance issued in 1999 and codified in
regulaionsin 2000™ makes clear that the receipt of a service or benefit mostly funded with
federd TANF or maintenance-of-effort funds will make the household “categoricaly digible’
for food gamps. This service can be as Smple as giving families applying for food Samps a
pamphlet providing information on services avalable for needy families. Assuming the program
that provides the pamphlet does not have its own asset test, this strategy would alow the
excluson of al of the family’ s assets from congderation in the food slamp program because the
family is caiegoricdly digible.

Rewrite notices to food stamp households: States should review their food stlamp notices to
weed out any messages that are confusing or that discourage participation. They should use
that occasion to consider whether they can, without making the notices more confusing, include
on the notices generd messages such as“ Thereis no time limit on food samps” or “You can
gl receive food stamps even after you stop receiving cash welfare if your income is below

$ ”

Fix practices that divert food stamp applicants. States that have diversion programs in place to
discourage applications for cash welfare should scrutinize their practices to ensure thet they are
not inadvertently discouraging food stamp applicants aswell. States are required to accept
food stamp applications the day afamily asksfor one, and as of March 11, 2002, states must
go further by informing applicants that the cash ass stance program requirements do not apply
to food stamps and encouraging them to apply that day.”™ Such practices are necessary to
ensure needy families— especidly dedtitute families entitled to “expedited food amps’ within
seven day's of gpplying™® — get the food assistance they need.

Shorten gpplication forms: A few states have food stamp gpplications that are four or fewer
pages, Florida s and Tennessee’ s are just one page long. Since the issuance of America's
Second Harvest’s 2000 report on this subject, The Red Tape Divide, a number of other states
have shortened their application forms. States that have not yet done so should follow these
dates lead and shorten gpplication forms to one or two pages to encourage more familiesto
apply. Oneway to do thisisto ask only afew basic questions on the application, and ask
other questions in person at the gpplication interview. Already many states applications have a
tear-off page that is sufficient to begin the gpplication process while the family compiles needed
veificaions

Creste centralized change reporting centers: Most Sates require families whose hours of work
or income changes by a certain amount to report these changes to their food stamp
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casaworkers promptly. It can be very difficult, however, for working families to reach their
casaworkers on the phone to report these changes. The caseworkers' phones may frequently
be busy or go unanswered; the working family may find it difficult to get to a phone during the
day. If thefamily cannot reach the caseworker to report the change in income, the family may
receive the incorrect amount of food stamps, and the state may be charged with a QC error.
To address this problem, states can establish centralized * change report centers’ to make it
eader for families to report changes in their income or hours. These centers should be
reachable through a single phone number that is widely disseminated to food stamp families,
and adequately staffed by specidized workers whose only job is to accept information about
changes.

V. What the Federal Gover nment Can Do

The food stamp program must be reauthorized by October 1, 2002, but as of thiswriting
(March 2002) Congress very well may reauthorize the program very soon. For information on both the
House and Senate hills, go to the Food Stamp Reauthorization Resource and Action Center on
FRAC' sweb ste, www.frac.org. The positive changes Congress is consdering help both working
families and other vulnerable people.

In reauthorization and/or other legidation, there are a number of changes that Congress should
make to assst low-income working families, induding:

C Redore digibility for legd immigrants  As described above, many immigrant families have
trouble affording food, and more immigrant families than native families live below the poverty
levd. A large proportion of immigrant families are working. All legd immigrants should again
be digible to receive food samps. President Bush and the Senate have commendably taken
the lead in proposing partia restoration of food stamp benefitsto lega immigrants.

C Provide an adequate level of benefits Congress should ensure that workers receive enough
food sampsto feed their families. The Thrifty Food Plan does not provide the basis for an
adequate diet, especidly for working families. Congress should move in the direction of
providing a more redlistic food alotment, such as USDA’s Low-Cost Food Plan. One
immediate step toward improving the adequacy of food stamp benefitsisto increase the
standard deduction, which reduces afamily’ s countable income to reflect various non-food
expenses that families mugt incur. Since 1996 this deduction has been fixed at $134 per month
for dl families. The standard deduction should be scaled to account for differencesin
household size, with larger families receiving a bigger deduction. It should dso be adjusted
annudly to reflect increases in the cogt of living. Congress should aso eiminate or increase the
arbitrary cap on the deduction given for very high shelter expenses.
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Extend and modify trandtiond food samps for welfare leavers Proposed federd regulations
give dates the option of freezing the amount of afamily’s food stamp benefits for three months
when the family leaves welfare, but this option could be improved.”” By extending the benefit
freeze to Sx months, Congress could aign the trangtional food stamp program with the
trangtiona Medicaid program, which provides at least Sx months of Medicaid to families
leaving welfare” Thistransitiona benefit should go along way toward addressing the declinein
food stamp participation when families leave welfare for work.

Reform the Quality Control systermt A consensus has formed that the food stamp QC system
has led states to adopt policies that act as unforeseen barriers to participation. The QC system
is centered on just one god: accurate payment. This god, while important, should not be
achieved a the cost of deterring participation amnong needy families.  The current QC system is
particularly ill-conceived because it has led to disproportionate burdens on working families and
immigrants (because their cases sometimes are more complex) and because the threst of
sanctions affecting amgority of sates has distorted state adminigtrators priorities.

Recent adminigrative policies to adjust states error rates to take into account high proportions
of (error-prone) working households are an improvement, but the QC system should aso be
reformed to measure how well states achieve other goas, such as serving working families and
processing gpplications promptly. As USDA Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and
Consumer Services Eric M. Bost testified in 2001, “we need to reform the qudity control
system to ensure that it more effectively encourages payment accuracy without discouraging
gtates from achieving other important program objectives. ... [E]very person digible to receive
food stamps should have full and easy access, while maintaining integrity in the program. We
need to re-examine how the Food Stamp Program recognizes and supports its multiple
program goals.”’8

Simplify the application process. Congress could make the application process easier by
amplifying what forms of income must be reported and counted. States should have the option
of disregarding any income that they have chosen not to count in their cash welfare program, or
that they do not count in the Medicaid program. If states are able to disregard obscure or

" In addition, Congress could fix aflaw in the regulations by permitting transitiona benefits

whenever afamily leaveswefare. The proposed regulations do not permit trangtiond benefits to be
provided beyond 12 months after the family’s last recertification, thereby preventing families whose last
certification had been done over nine months earlier from receiving the full three months of trangtiond
food gamps. Thisflaw in the regulations dso makes the option more difficult for states to adminigter,
because they must examine each case to see when it was last recertified and whether the family can
receive the full three months of trangtiond benefits.
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nonrecurring forms of income, they can shorten the gpplication process by omitting such
guestions from their forms and interviews.

C Encourage far more outreach: Congress could fund additiona outreach measures to reverse the

decline in food stamp participation among working families, through grants to nonprofit

organizations. Congress could aso increase the rate a which it matches state outreach funding.

Currently the federd government will maich state funding dollar-for-dollar; this should be
increased or the dtate share diminated entirely, aslong as assurances are in place to prevent
gates from shifting existing cogsinto the new program.

C Modernize the asst test, including the vehide rule: With many families moving off wefare, the
food gamp as=t limits are increasingly redricting the digibility of needy working families. This

is particularly true for families with cars, because most states do not count afamily’scar in

determining its eigibility for cash welfare. In addition, the food Samp program’s asset rules are

overly complicated. Congress should increase the asset limit, and streamline the rules by

dlowing states to dign them with the Medicaid program. In addition, Congress should, & a
minimum, exclude one car per food stamp household, and any other car needed to transport

household members to work.

C Align food stamp rules with Medicaid rules: Until now, many food stamp rules have been tied to
cash welfarerules. In light of falling welfare ralls, it now makes as much or more senseto view
food stamps as part of a package of supports for low-wage workers, with Medicaid, and not

welfare, asits chief partner. States should be offering food stlamps, Medicaid and the State
Children’s Hedlth Insurance Program (SCHIP), and child care subsidies together, generaly
with acombined application and combined outresch efforts. As part of this aignment,

Congress should alow states to borrow Medicaid income and asset rules, and possibly

verification rules, for the food stamp program. States should aso be permitted to use Medicad

redetermination rules instead of food stamp recertification rules.

C Encourage experimentation to reduce burdens on families: Congress could fund pilot projects
examining the effect of such policies as limiting verification procedures or dlowing phone (rather

than in-person) interviews. If these pilots bear fruit in increasing food slamp participation
without causing significant payment errors, they could later be expanded nationwide.

VI.  Concluson

The USDA Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition and Consumer Services, Eric M. Bogt, has

recently said that “Food stamps can serve as acritical support for the transition to work and sdif-
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aufficiency. But working families often have circumstances that make complying with the program’s
procedural requirements more difficult. We need to explore changes to make the program work better
for working families, fadilitating their access to the benefits they need while minimizing burdensfor State
agencies.” "

Under Secretary Bost is correct. Thereis no reason why working families should go hungry in
this country. The food stamp program has long been a powerful means of ensuring thet families have
enough to eat, and can fulfill that role for low-income working families— but only if they participate.
Most of the many barriers that keep working families from participating can be removed by Congress
or state food stamp agencies or both. Congress and the states, with the help of advocates, food banks,
business and |abor, faith-based organizations and others, should seize the opportunity to ensure that no

working family goes hungry.
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