September 23, 2019
SNAP Program Development Division
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA
3101 Park Center Drive, Alexandria, VA 22302
Re: Notice of Proposed Rulemaking: Revision of Categorical Eligibility in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
Docket No: FNS-2018-0037
Dear Program Design Branch,
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the United States Department of
Agriculture’s proposed rule on the revision of categorical eligibility in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
Founded more than 40 years ago, ZERO TO THREE is a national nonprofit
organization located in Washington, DC, whose mission is to ensure that all
babies and toddlers have a strong start in life. We translate the science of early
childhood development into useful knowledge and strategies for parents,
practitioners, and policymakers. We work to ensure that babies and toddlers
benefit from the family and community connections critical to their well-being
and healthy development. It is because of our focus on the well-being of all
infants and toddlers that we are alarmed by the notice of proposed rulemaking
to revise the categorical eligibility of SNAP.
SNAP plays a critical role in addressing childhood hunger and food insecurity in
communities across the country and is the first line of defense against hunger
for the majority of low-income infants, toddlers, and their families.i We
adamantly oppose this proposed rule change as it would result in 3.1 million
SNAP participants losing benefits in 2020,ii including 1.9 million children and
their family members.iii Rescinding states’ decision-making ability to reach those
in need of assistance as proposed in this rule change would result in millions of
low-income families who struggle to make ends meet falling off a financial cliff
and force them into poverty.
SNAP is a critical support for infants, toddlers, and their families.
Nutrition is a vital part of healthy development for both children and their
families. Good nutrition improves young children’s ability to grow and develop,
while achieving and maintaining a healthy weight. Moreover, access to
nutritious food for pregnant women provides both the mother and the child
with the nutrients needed to stay healthy, active, and strong.
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Without secured access to healthy food at the most critical period of brain development -- prenatally to
age three -- children can develop serious health, behavior, and cognitive deficits.iv
Unfortunately, food insecurity is far too common among families with young children. Nationally, more
than 16 percent of households with infants and toddlers experience low or very low food security.v
Research shows that children living with food insecurity have poorer health than children who are in
food-secure households.vi Further, infants who experience food insecurity are more likely to have
insecure attachment relationships, and to perform poorly on tests of cognitive development. vii Nutrition
programs like SNAP are proven to be effective in reducing food insecurity by helping low-income
families afford healthy foods and providing information about nutrition, leading to stronger physical and
emotional health.
Access to nutritious food is a basic necessity for all children and families, and SNAP supports more than
18 million childrenviii, who make up more than 43 percent of the program’s participants ix, in their ability
to count on groceries. By supporting families in purchasing food they would not otherwise be able to
afford, SNAP effectively reduces food insecurity while also increasing healthy eating, and better health.
SNAP has significant positive effects on health outcomes more broadly, especially for children. Women
receiving nutrition assistance through SNAP also give birth to healthier babies, provide their babies with
more nutritious diets, and implement healthier infant feeding practices.x
SNAP benefits are inadequate for families as it is. One of the greatest shortcomings of SNAP is that
benefits for most households are not enough to get through the entire month without facing hunger or
being forced to sacrifice nutrition quality.xi Multiple studies observe declines in caloric intake, diet
quality, eating occasion frequency, and shopping frequency at the end of the monthly SNAP benefit
cycle,xii meaning that families are running out of, or are fearful of running out of, their benefits. Research
clearly demonstrates the effectiveness of access to more adequate SNAP benefits -- not less -- in
reducing poverty, food insecurity, and improving the health, nutrition, well-being, and economic
security of families with young children.xiii
Broad-based categorical eligibility in SNAP helps states support families.
Broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE) allows states the flexibility to support more people through
food assistance. This rule will make it exponentially harder for states to ensure families in their
communities have access to nutritious food that helps them thrive. Through states’ use of BBCE, families
are better able to work, save money, and escape poverty. As such, the overwhelming majority of
states—a total of 43—employing the use of BBCE have had the ability to expand eligibility to families
earning between 130 and 200 percent of the federal poverty line. Because BBCE enables states to raise
SNAP income eligibility limits somewhat, many more low-income working families that have difficulty
making ends meet can receive help affording food to put on the table. xiv BBCE also largely helps those
working, but still living near poverty, allowing for the opportunity to save modest amounts of money in
order to become more economically independent.xv In other words, BBCE rewards work and helps
families move toward real self-sufficiency, rather than pulling the rug out from under them just as they
are finding their balance.
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The costs associated with raising a family, like food, child care, and housing, are not optional
expenditures, but basic needs. Meeting these needs is critical for families to have a solid base that
enables them to be productive and support the work effort necessary to achieve economic security and
mobility. Families relying on SNAP to purchase food, and therefore help meet a basic need on a tight
budget, are at risk of falling deeper into poverty as a result of this proposed rule. Punishing families by
eliminating states’ abilities to help them address the high costs of raising a family in today’s economy is
cruel and would force millions of families living with young children to make impossible choices between
their own health and economic security.
In addition to ensuring families with infants and toddlers access to healthy and nutritious food that they
can count on, broad-based categorical eligibility helps states meet those needs in the following ways:
1. BBCE lowers administrative costs for states. States that adopt BBCE for enrollment in SNAP see
administrative costs associated with enrollment drop by approximately 7 percent. xvi Allowing
states to adopt such a policy also helps states process SNAP applications in a timelier manner than
without BBCE.xvii BBCE, a streamlining process, allows for more families’ needs to be met in a
timelier fashion, using fewer state resources. By the USDA’s own estimates, the proposed rule
would increase SNAP administrative costs by over $2 billion between 2019-2023. xviii
2. BBCE removes cumbersome barriers to enrollment in SNAP for families. Families in states that
have adopted BBCE face less of an administrative burden to accessing SNAP benefits, removing
the duplicative nature of application processes and streamlining the process for busy families with
young children. By the USDA’s own admission, the proposed rule may negatively impact food
security and reduce the savings rates among individuals who do not meet the income and
resource eligibility requirements for SNAP or the substantial and ongoing requirements for
expanded categorical eligibility. At a time when the Federal Reserve reports that 40 percent of
households cannot cover a $400 emergency expensexix, it is counterproductive to eliminate a
provision shown to help families save more than that amount xx.
3. BBCE primarily helps households with high expenses and rewards work. More than 90 percent of
the resulting benefits from the adoption of BBCE go to households whose rent or mortgage and
utility costs exceeded half of their net income, and about 50 percent go to households that pay for
dependent care for a child, or elderly or disabled household member.xxi BBCE supports families
struggling to pay the high costs of child care, housing, and other basic needs in two ways. First,
BBCE allows states to take into account families’ expenses when calculating their SNAP benefits.
Second, BBCE smooths “benefits cliffs” for families with high expenses to ensure that when they
get a raise, or work more hours, they are not punished by losing more benefits than the increase
in earnings.
4. States’ use of BBCE is not an automatic pathway to SNAP benefits. Finally, contrary to the
language in this rule change, families must still apply and qualify for benefits through the regular
application process and rules, including complying with any state-based compliance rules.
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The benefits of allowing and encouraging states to continue and expand their use of BBCE as a tool to
reach more families and help lift more families out of poverty should be the focus of this rule. Instead,
as it stands, this rule change punishes hard working families, including many with young children, who
are on the cusp of poverty. Further, it eliminates an area of state flexibility that states clearly find useful
for meeting the needs of their people. We urge the Administration to reconsider this rule change and
rescind it – and suggest that policymakers turn their attention to ensuring that SNAP is funded in a way
that reaches families that need it, lifting families and communities towards more economic security and
mobility. The only action that we encourage USDA to take with respect to this notice of proposed
rulemaking is to rescind it, thereby better safeguarding the principles of the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program and reaching more families in need of support. Using decades of sound child
development research as our guide, we know that this rule will cause harm to hard working families and
their children, resulting in millions of more food insecure households across our nation. Instead of
punishing families, we must support them as they navigate one of the most challenging and critical
periods of their lives – raising their children.

Sincerely,

Myra Jones-Taylor, Ph.D.
Chief Policy Officer, ZERO TO THREE
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