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CONGRESS SHOULD MAINTAIN STATES" FLEXIBILITY TO EXPAND
SNAP FO0D ASSISTANCE

T he federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) — known as GalFresh in California — provides food assistance

to nearly 4 million low-income Galifornians, primarily families with children. Congress is considering deep cuts to SNAP as
part of the reauthorization of the Farm Bill. The House bill would eliminate the flexibility that states now have to simplify SNAP
policies and broaden eligibility to more low-income working families, a change that would significantly reduce the number of
households that qualify for SNAP. In addition, both the House and Senate have proposed to restrict states’ ability to coordinate
SNAP with a federal energy assistance program, which would reduce the amount of SNAP benefits that many families receive.
These federal policy changes would jeopardize improvements that Galifornia has made — or is considering making — to GalFresh.
At a time when many families are still reeling from the most severe downturn since the Great Depression, Congress should
maintain states’ current flexibility to increase low-income families’ access to SNAP and boost the amount of food assistance
that households may receive.
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household can claim, the further its net — or disposable —
income will fall below the poverty line and the greater its
SNAP assistance will be. SNAP rules also include an asset
test that prohibits families from receiving food assistance if
they have more than $2,000 in assets.® CalFresh families,
however, do not have to meet an asset test. This is because

CalFresh is California’s version of SNAP, the federal nutrition
program that provides food assistance to more than 46 million
low-income Americans, including nearly 4 million Californians.’
The federal government pays the full cost of CalFresh food
assistance, which totaled $6.5 billion in federal fiscal year (FFY)

2011.2 The CalFresh Program: California is one of 40 states thgt have }Jsgd an option N
allowed under federal law to raise or eliminate the asset limit
e Provides a modest benefit that helps low-income for SNAP households, as described below.

households purchase food. CalFresh provided a modest
benefit of $1.61 per person per meal in FFY 2011.3
Households generally must meet stringent income criteria to
receive CalFresh assistance. Total — or “gross” — income may
not exceed 130 percent of the federal poverty line (currently
$2,008 per month for a family of three).# In addition, “net”
income — meaning income after certain deductions are °
applied, such as for child care or high housing costs — may
not exceed 100 percent of the poverty line (currently $1,545

e Primarily helps families with children. Children comprised
more than three-fifths (61.4 percent) of CalFresh participants
in FFY 2010.7 During that same year, households with
children received more than four-fifths (81.6 percent) of total
CalFresh benefits.®

Has expanded to accommodate growing need due to
the Great Recession. In less than five years, the number
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of Californians enrolled in CalFresh nearly doubled, rising
from 2.1 million in July 2007 — when the downturn began in
California — to nearly 4 million in May 2012, the most recent
month for which data are available (Figure 1).9 Although the
national recession officially ended in June 2009, California’s
jobless rate has remained in double digits. As a result, the
CalFresh caseload has continued to rise in the aftermath of
the most severe downturn since the 1930s.

¢ Fails to reach many eligible Galifornians. Although
CalFresh enroliment has increased due to the recession,
many eligible Californians do not participate in the program.
In FFY 2009, 4.9 million Californians were eligible for
CalFresh, but only slightly more than half (53 percent) were
enrolled — the lowest participation rate in the nation.® This
means that 2.3 million eligible Californians were not enrolled
in CalFresh. California also ranked last among states in the
share of eligible individuals in working families who received
food assistance (36 percent) in FFY 2009.

Food Insecurity Has Jumped Due to the
Great Recession

SNAP has made severe hunger rare in California and the rest
of the US. In the wake of the Great Recession, however, many

Californians cannot afford adequate food and therefore must
skip meals, turn to charities, or take other steps to make ends
meet. These Californians lack “food security,” meaning that they
experience hunger or the threat of hunger.'2 Specifically:

e Nearly one out of six CGalifornia households is “food
insecure.” Nearly one out of six California households (15.9
percent) lacked food security in 2010, compared to 14.5
percent of households in the US as a whole (Figure 2).13 The
share of food insecure households in California is up sharply
from 2006, when one out of 10 households (10.0 percent)
lacked food security.

e More than one out of five California households with
children lacks food security. More than one-fifth of
California households with children (23.0 percent) were food
insecure in 2010, higher than the US rate of 20.2 percent
(Figure 3). Food insecurity among California households
with children has risen significantly since 2006, when 13.8
percent of these households were food insecure.

e Less than one-quarter of California households that
lack food security use food pantries. While food pantries
play a critical role in the safety net, they reach only a small
proportion of those in need. In 2010, less than one-quarter
(22.2 percent) of California households that were food

Figure 1: The Number of Californians Receiving CalFresh
Food Assistance Has Increased Steadily Since Mid-2007
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Note: CalFresh was formerly called the Food Stamp Program in California.
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Figure 2: Nearly One Out of Six California Households Lacked Food Security in 2010
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Figure 3: Food Insecurity Among California Households
With Children Has Increased Substantially Since 2006
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insecure reported using a food pantry within the previous 12
months, slightly below the US rate of 22.8 percent. Use of
food pantries may be relatively low because a pantry was not
available or the household believed that none was available.

Recent Federal Changes Strengthened SNAP

In 2008 and 2009, federal lawmakers made improvements to
SNAP that helped to increase the amount of nutritional assistance
that eligible families receive. Specifically, Congress:

e Boosted SNAP bhenefit levels. The American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) temporarily increased
SNAP benefits during the Great Recession and its aftermath,
which has helped families keep food on the table and also
provided a boost to the economy.'* A family of three, for
example, receives an extra $63 a month.'® Legislation
enacted in 2010, however, will prematurely end the ARRA
increase in November 2013, causing SNAP assistance to
drop abruptly by an average of $10 to $15 per month for
each person enrolled in the program — a cut of roughly 10
percent.'6

¢ Increased SNAP’s standard deduction. The standard
deduction is one of several deductions that help determine a
family’s net — or disposable — income and thus the amount
of SNAP assistance for which the family qualifies. The 2008
Farm Bill, which authorized funding for agricultural and
nutrition programs through FFY 2012, increased the standard
deduction for households with three or fewer persons for the
first time since the mid-1990s.1” The standard deduction for
these households modestly increased from $134 to $144 in
FFY 2009 and has since risen to $147 due to annual inflation
adjustments.

e Eliminated the cap on SNAP’s dependent care deduction.
The 2008 Farm Bill eliminated the cap on the amount of
dependent care expenses that households can deduct from
their gross income for the purpose of calculating SNAP
benefits.'® Since FFY 2009, low-income families have been
able to deduct all of the child care costs they incur in order
to work or participate in education and training programs,
thereby increasing the amount of SNAP benefits they
receive.'® Previously, this deduction was limited to $175 per
child per month or $200 per month for a child under age
2. Due to this change, SNAP now fully reflects the extent to
which child care costs reduce families’ disposable income
and therefore their ability to pay for food.

e Boosted SNAP’s minimum benefit. The 2008 Farm Bill took
a step toward increasing the adequacy of SNAP’s minimum
benefit by changing the way it is calculated. Congress set
the minimum benefit at 8 percent of the maximum monthly

SNAP benefit for a one-person household.2° Previously, the
minimum benefit was a fixed dollar amount — $10 per month
— and had not been adjusted for more than three decades.
Due to this change, the minimum benefit has since risen
modestly to the current level of $16 per month.2!

Congress Is Considering Deep Cuts to
SNAP Food Assistance

The current Farm Bill expires on September 30, 2012.22 Congress
is working on a new Farm Bill that will reauthorize funding for
various agricultural and nutrition programs, including SNAP, for
the next several years. The House Agriculture Committee’s version
of the Farm Bill, voted out of committee on July 12 and awaiting
passage by the full chamber, would cut federal spending on SNAP
by more than $16 billion over 10 years.23 The Senate’s version,
passed on June 21, would cut $4.5 billion from SNAP over the
same period.24

The House bill would eliminate the flexibility that states now have
to simplify SNAP policies and broaden eligibility to more low-
income families, a change that would significantly reduce the
number of households that qualify for SNAP. Both the House and
Senate bills would restrict states’ ability to coordinate SNAP with
a federal energy assistance program, which would reduce the
amount of nutrition benefits that many households receive. If
lawmakers are unable to agree on a Farm Bill by September 30,
they could extend the current Farm Bill provisions beyond the
November election and possibly into 2013, providing additional
time for the two houses to work out their differences.

House Bill Would Eliminate California’s Flexibility To
Help More Low-Income Families Qualify for SNAP

The House bill would eliminate a longstanding option that allows
states to simplify their SNAP policies and broaden eligibility to
low-income families whose gross incomes or assets are
somewhat higher than those allowed by SNAP’s standard rules.
This option — which is known as “broad-based categorical
eligibility” — is particularly important for low-income working
families whose gross incomes exceed the SNAP limit of 130
percent of the poverty line.s This is because these families may
have disposable incomes that fall below the poverty line after
subtracting child care and housing costs, leaving relatively little in
their household budgets for food. Eliminating broad-based
categorical eligibility would terminate SNAP assistance for roughly
2 million to 3 million low-income individuals in 40 states,
including California, cutting federal spending on SNAP by $11.5
billion over 10 years.26

California used this option to eliminate the CalFresh asset test
beginning January 1, 2010.2” Prior to this change, low-income



households generally could not receive CalFresh food assistance
if their assets exceeded the restrictive SNAP limit of $2,000,
which discouraged low-income families from saving beyond that
amount for emergencies or other purposes.28 In addition to
removing a barrier to saving, eliminating the asset test
streamlines the eligibility process and reduces operational
costs.? CalFresh caseworkers, for example, no longer need to
collect and verify asset documentation from low-income
households, who generally have few or no assets.3° The $2,000
SNAP asset limit would be reinstated in California if Congress
eliminates broad-based categorical eligibility.

In addition, a bill moving through the Legislature — AB 1560
(Fuentes) — would use this option to expand CalFresh eligibility to
low-income families who have at least one person enrolled in
Medi-Cal and who do not meet the SNAP gross income limit.3!
Specifically, these families would no longer be excluded from
CalFresh on the “first pass” — that is, because their incomes
exceed the gross income limit of 130 percent of the poverty line.
Instead, they would be considered “categorically eligible” for
CalFresh as long as their gross incomes do not exceed 200
percent of the poverty line (currently $3,090 per month for a
family of three). However, these families would continue to be
subject to the CalFresh netincome limit. This means that their
disposable income would have to be at or below the poverty line
to receive any CalFresh food assistance.32 This change would
primarily benefit low-income working families who have a
connection to Medi-Cal and who spend much of their incomes on
child care and housing — leaving too few dollars in their budgets
to provide an adequate diet. California, however, would be
prohibited from implementing this change if Congress repeals the
broad-based categorical eligibility option.

House and Senate Bills Would Restrict California’s
Ability To Boost SNAP Benefits Through “Heat and Eat”
Policies

Both the House and Senate bills would restrict states’ ability to
implement “Heat and Eat” policies, which increase SNAP food
assistance for families who also participate in the federal
Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP).33 This
change would jeopardize California’s pending Heat and Eat policy,
which was enacted as part of AB 6 in 2011 and is scheduled to be
implemented on January 1, 2013.34

Currently, states may provide a nominal LIHEAP benefit — $1 to $5
per year, for example — to SNAP households. Due to the link
between LIHEAP and SNAP in federal law, receipt of this LIHEAP
benefit — regardless of the amount — generally allows these
families to qualify for a fixed utility “allowance” for heating and
cooling costs.% This utility allowance is rolled into a broader
deduction for housing costs, which is then subtracted from total,
or gross, income to help determine the amount of SNAP

assistance a family will receive.36 Because the utility allowance
increases a family’s overall housing deduction — and therefore
further reduces their disposable income — families who participate
in LIHEAP can qualify for more SNAP assistance than if they had
not received a LIHEAP benefit. In addition, by triggering a utility
allowance, Heat and Eat policies reduce paperwork and
administrative costs because caseworkers do not have to
examine utility bills in order to calculate families’ actual heating
and cooling expenses. Thirteen states and the District of Columbia
currently have Heat and Eat policies.

The House and Senate bills would require states to provide a
LIHEAP benefit of at least $10 per year in order to trigger the fixed
utility allowance for SNAP households.3” This change would mean
that states with Heat and Eat policies would have to provide a
larger share of their limited LIHEAP funding to SNAP families in
order to maintain those policies, leaving fewer LIHEAP dollars for
other purposes.®8 As a result, some states “would discontinue that
practice,” according to a Congressional Budget Office analysis.3?
Consequently, this change would reduce SNAP food assistance for
an estimated 500,000 households by an average of $90 per
month, cutting federal spending on SNAP by $4.5 billion over 10
years.40

Congress Should Maintain States” Flexibility To
Expand SNAP Food Assistance

As Congress works to reauthorize the Farm Bill, lawmakers should
maintain states’ flexibility to increase the number of low-income
families who qualify for SNAP and boost the amount of food
assistance that they receive. Specifically, Congress should:

e Preserve broad-based categorical eligibility. Broad-based
categorical eligibility, described above, provides a vital route
to food assistance for low-income families whose gross
incomes or assets are somewhat higher than those allowed
by SNAP’s stringent eligibility guidelines. Most states have
used this longstanding option to simplify their SNAP
programs and broaden eligibility to more families in need,
primarily low-income working families with children who
have high child care and housing costs. As discussed earlier,
California recently used broad-based categorical eligibility to
eliminate SNAP’s restrictive $2,000 asset limit. Moreover, a
bill moving through the state Legislature would make
low-income families categorically eligible for CalFresh so
long as their gross incomes do not exceed 200 percent of the
poverty line, although their disposable incomes would still
need to be at or below the poverty line.#! The House proposal
to eliminate broad-based categorical eligibility would
significantly curtail California’s ability to provide a pathway to
food assistance for low-income parents who are working, but
who earn too little to put enough food on the table for



themselves and their children after meeting their housing I
and child care expenses. [:[]ﬂ[l|ll8|[]n

SNAP, the nation’s most important anti-hunger program, currently
helps more than 46 million Americans, including nearly 4 million
Californians, to put food on the table in the aftermath of the Great
Recession. SNAP’s effectiveness stems, in part, from the flexibility
it provides to states to broaden eligibility to more low-income
families, increase the amount of food assistance that families
receive, and reduce paperwork and operational costs. Congress,
however, is considering proposals as part of the reauthorization of
the Farm Bill that would severely curtail states’ current flexibility.
These changes, if enacted, would end SNAP assistance for
roughly 2 million to 3 million low-income individuals in 40 states
and reduce SNAP food assistance for an estimated 500,000
households by an average of $30 per month. Moreover, these
changes would jeopardize improvements that California has made
— or is considering making — to CalFresh. With many families still
reeling from the most severe downturn since the 1930s, Congress
should maintain the flexibility states now have to increase
low-income families’ access to SNAP and boost the amount of
food assistance that households may receive, while also making
the program more efficient.

e Maintain states’ current flexibility to implement Heat and
Eat policies. The current connection between SNAP food
assistance and LIHEAP energy assistance, described above,
gives states an important way to help families access more
nutritional benefits while also reducing both paperwork and
operational costs. In California, the average CalFresh benefit
of $1.61 per person per meal may be too low for families to
maintain a healthy diet.# California’s pending Heat and Eat
policy — which is scheduled to take effect on January 1,
2013 — will increase the amount of food assistance that
many families receive, thereby making it easier for those
families to put healthy food on the table. The House and
Senate proposals to curtail states’ flexibility would, if
implemented, jeopardize California’s Heat and Eat policy and
reduce food assistance by an average of $90 per month for
hundreds of thousands of low-income families across the
nation.

Scott Graves prepared this Budget Brief with the assistance of Sam Sellers. The CBP was founded in 1994 to provide Californians with a source of timely, objective,
and accessible expertise on state fiscal and economic policy issues. The CBP engages in independent fiscal and policy analysis and public education with the goal
of improving public policies affecting the economic and social well-being of low- and middle-income Californians. General operating support for the CBP is provided
by foundation grants, subscriptions, and individual contributions. Please visit the CBP's website at www.cbp.org.
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