September 23, 2019
SNAP Program Design Branch
Program Development Division
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA
3101 Park Center Drive
Alexandria, VA 22302
Re: RIN 0584-AE62, Proposed rule
Revision of Categorical Eligibility in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
Dear SNAP Program Design Branch:
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on USDA’s Notice of Proposed Rule Making on a Revision of
Categorical Eligibility in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).
The California Asset Building Coalition (CABC) is a statewide network of diverse organizations joined
together to advance policies and programs that help Californians exit poverty by building assets,
establishing and growing their savings and avoiding predatory financial practices. We connect
stakeholders across practice areas, provide opportunities for engagement with policymakers, and
develop leadership in the asset building field. We educate policymakers, community leaders and
stakeholders on strategies that help low- and middle-income Californians climb the economic ladder,
and break the cycle of poverty that plagues over 9 million residents (24%) across the state. Our
organization pays very close attention to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP,
CalFresh in California) because SNAP helps alleviate poverty, food insecurity, and promotes savings and
asset building among low-income families and individuals.
We are deeply troubled the Department is proposing to take away a state option that would make
eligibility for SNAP benefits more limited for working families, seniors, and people living with disabilities
in more than 40 states, including California. When it comes to wealth, California is a state of stark
wealth inequality. While 131 billionaires reside in California (more than in any other state or country,
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except China ), 18.2% of its 40 million residents, or 7.3 million people, were experiencing poverty , the
3
highest of any state in the United States . One in three Californians lacks the means to afford basic
4
necessities and 46% of households in California are liquid asset poor – meaning they do not have three
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months of savings needed to subsist above the poverty level should they have a loss or disruption of
income. Poverty in California means often paying two-thirds of family income towards housing, going
hungry, and facing massive debts that erase the hope of a financially secure future. Furthermore,
without assets, poor Californians are unable to weather financial downturns, invest in their child's
education, move to a lower cost area or search for a new job. Because of everyday, common setbacks,
such as an illness or a car towed, families without assets face multiple and severe consequences such as
eviction and hunger, as well as mental and physical stress that makes it nearly impossible for children to
see a brighter future. Yet working-class families with financial assets can escape and stay out of poverty.
Low-income children with a savings accounts in their name are 3 times more likely to enroll in college
5
and 4 times more likely to graduate than low-income students without an account . When families are
connected to asset-building tools like earned income tax credits and retirement savings accounts, family
economic security becomes feasible.
SNAP currently helps 40 million low-wage individuals and families in the United States, including low6
wage 4 million Californians, gain food assistance . The proposed rule change would terminate SNAP
7
eligibility for more than 3 million people nationwide. An estimated 120,000 California households, the
majority of whom are working families already struggling to meet their families basic needs, would lose
8
access to critical food benefits. SNAP is one of the most important economic supports for families
across the United States and helps increase the purchasing power for the most vulnerable populations in
our communities. We strongly oppose such a change and urge the Department withdraw its proposed
change to this policy.
Assets are Important for the Most Vulnerable Low-Income Populations
9
Broad-based categorical eligibility lets states lift SNAP’s very low and harmful asset test , which
disqualifies individuals and families from food assistance if they’ve been able to save $2,250 (or $3,500
for households with elderly or disabled members, who are very unlikely to be able to replenish any
assets they spend down.) Building assets can help low-wage families and individuals invest in their
future, avoid and respond timely to a financial or health crisis that could push them deeper into poverty
or into homelessness, and avoid accumulating debt that can impede economic mobility. Assets can help
people who are self-employed build their business to the next level and can help people gain
employment and education necessary to exit poverty. These asset tests are known to be harmful
limitations to working individuals and families attempting to build up their financial stability for any
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unexpected economic shocks . Policies that support asset-building are particularly important for people
of color, who have historically been disadvantaged in accumulating wealth due to systemic
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discrimination and racism. More than 40 states have used BBCE to drop the asset test in SNAP, thereby
eliminating the program’s savings deterrent and encouraging savings as a means to support long-term
financial wellness. These flexibilities are important for vulnerable populations, including:
Asset Building is Vital for Seniors’ Long-term Wellness
The proposed rule would eliminate SNAP benefits for 13.2 percent of all SNAP households with elderly
members (at least 660,000 seniors by USDA’s own estimates), and punish seniors for having meager
savings. A recent Urban Institute study estimates about 757,000 households with a senior will lose SNAP
benefits under the proposed rule, estimating 323,000 will fail the asset test.11 Seniors are often faced
with high medical expenses due to severe illnesses. A brief or long hospital stay forces many seniors to
rely on any financial reserves for steep medical co-pays and out-of-pocket expenses.12 If the elderly do
not have enough funds to pay for these costs, they may be forced to forgo life-saving care or
medication. Seniors need to have the ability to save for these and other unexpected costs. The
proposed rule will put the lives of our elderly population in grave danger.
Savings are Lifesaving for People Living with Disabilities
Under the proposed rule, 150,000 people with disabilities would lose SNAP benefits because of the
changes to categorical eligibility. People with disabilities consistently face unforeseen expenses due to
medical emergencies. These unexpected costs (typically ranging between $1,000 to $7,000 per year) can
be devastating for a family. What’s more, people living with a disability already experience higher levels
13
of poverty and their ability to save modest amount of money is crucial so they can stay afloat .
Categorical eligibility in SNAP allows families with a person living with a disability to save money, when
they can, to prepare for future emergencies and unexpected costs. The proposed rule would eliminate
this option and impose a strict asset limit on households that include people with disabilities.
Access to Savings is Crucial for Low-wage, Working Families
The current flexibility BBCE states provide to working families, helps lift working families out of
poverty by allowing low-wage households to save money, promote economic mobility, and improve
14
their families’ overall financial security during unexpected economic shocks like a natural disaster ,
unexpected job loss or health emergency.15 Harsh income and asset tests do not promote economic
mobility and force families in need to spend their small savings before they can qualify for assistance,
leaving them vulnerable to financial emergencies and preventing them from moving along the path to
financial security.16
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Economic Security is critical for Domestic Violence Survivors
Income supports are critical for domestic violence (DV) survivors and can influence whether or
17
not a survivor stays or exists an abusive relationship with a partner. Receiving SNAP benefits for DV
households ensures survivors can build up their own independence and can help them regain economic
18
stability. The proposed rule will inhibit DV survivors from saving a modest amount of money, and
remove food benefits for them and/or for their impacted family. The current flexibility broad-based
categorical eligibility offers survivors is vital and the proposed rule changes will put survivors in
jeopardy.
Savings help keep Low-Income, First-Generation College Students in School
A significant number of college students across the United States are struggling every day to
19
meet their basic needs to stay in school . California is not unique to that problem and in fact, students
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in California must allocate for the high cost of living on top of steep college costs . For many lowincome students, access to financial aid helps them get through the school year. The proposed rule will
restrict college students from saving and budgeting any extra money they make from jobs not classified
as federal work study, money that helps them get through the school year. Already, students experience
21
significant barriers because they must verify and document “allowable educational expenses ” when
using their financial aid dollars. The proposed rule will increase the amount of paperwork students,
SNAP on-campus outreach coordinators, and SNAP agency administrators will have to complete to enroll
and retain student SNAP clients.
We strongly oppose any administrative action by USDA that would reduce states’ flexibility to extend
SNAP eligibility to low-wage working households. Working families already struggle to afford food,
clothing, housing, child care, medical care costs for themselves and their families. Any change that
would restrict, impede, or add uncertainty to our state’s ability to provide SNAP benefits to our lowincome families must not be pursued.
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We Oppose the Proposed Rule and Urge the Administration to Withdraw It
CABC believes every single individual and family should have the ability to secure equitable financial
wellness, free from systemic barriers. The only action we encourage USDA to take with respect to this
option is to encourage more states to adopt broad-based categorical eligibility. If you have any
questions about our comments, feel free to contact me at: Sabrina Hamm
sabrina@calassetbuildingcoalition.org.
Sincerely,

Sabrina Hamm, MPP
Managing Director
California Asset Building Coalition

http://www.calassetbuildingcoalition.org/

