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March 20, 2019 
 

 
Certification Policy Branch 
SNAP Program Development Division 
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA 
3101 Park Center Drive  
Alexandria, Virginia 22302 

 
RE: Proposed Rule: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Requirements for 
Able-Bodied Adults without Dependents RIN 0584-AE57 

 
Dear Certification Policy Branch: 
 
We, the Health, Education and Legal assistance Project: A Medical-Legal Partnership at Widener 
University Delaware Law School (HELP: MLP), write to raise serious concerns about the recent 
proposed rule, “Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Requirements for Able-Bodied 
Adults Without Dependents (84 FR-980).” We respectfully request that the Administration 
withdraw this proposed rule because, in addition to the harm that we firmly believe it would do 
to Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents (ABAWDS), we are additionally concerned that 
even non-ABAWD households will be harmed by it. Specifically, we write to raise concerns 
about dangerous impacts this proposed rule would have on the health and well-being of pregnant 
women, parents, infants, and children. 
 
HELP: MLP is a civil legal aid provider that addresses the social determinants of health that 
plague low income communities in Delaware County and the City of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
We partner with healthcare and social service providers to help address patients’ and clients’ 
health through legal interventions that focus on unmet legal needs that have health-harming 
impacts. HELP: MLP is a national leader in the medical-legal partnership movement. 
 
It is widely understood that social determinants of health often are the primary contributors to 
health disparities. Researchers and policy makers “have increasingly focused attention on the 
social influences on health as they seek to understand and address population differences in 
health status or health disparities,” yet the idea that social determinants drive health outcomes is 
nothing new; “it has existed at least since the founding of the scientific discipline of 
epidemiology in the early nineteenth century, which recognized the truism that social as well as 
biological processes inherently shape population health.”1 Many of those social determinants that 
drive adverse health outcomes have legal remedies, and HELP: MLP focuses its legal practice on 
addressing those unmet legal needs that most negatively impact the health and well-being of our 
clients and their communities. 
 
                                                        
1 Parmet, Wendy, et al. “Social Determinants, Health Disparities and the Role of Law.” Poverty, Health and Law: 
Readings and Cases for Medical-Legal Partnership, 2011, p. 4. 
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It is of relevant note that HELP: MLP has always operated in Delaware County and the City of 
Philadelphia in Pennsylvania, two places that have continued to qualify for geographic waivers 
from the existing federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) time limit rules. 
We know that our areas of operation would lose their waivers under the proposed rule. HELP: 
MLP’s partnerships also serve a population that generally should qualify for categorical 
exemptions from the current and proposed SNAP time limit rules. Our partners – The 
Foundation for Delaware County Healthy Start (HS) and Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP) 
programs and Philadelphia Nurse-Family Partnership – are home-visiting programs that provide 
health and social services to low-income pregnant women, infants and children up to age two. 
The mission of both the HS and NFP programs is to help reduce infant mortality and morbidity 
and improve maternal, infant and child health outcomes. HELP: MLP’s legal services menu is 
therefore keyed intentionally to addressing the unmet legal needs that most impact the health of 
the pregnant and young populations that participate in the HS and NFP programs. Thus, food 
insecurity is one of the primary legal needs HELP: MLP addresses.  
 
The deleterious effects of food insecurity on the health and development of young children are 
well-documented. During the first two years of life, proper nutrition “may be the most critical… 
because that’s a period of accelerated brain growth. Food insecurity is associated with many poor 
outcomes including micronutrient deficiencies, developmental and behavioral issues, increased 
rates of acute infections, hospitalizations, and complications due to chronic illnesses.”2 
Furthermore, “when a mom cannot afford enough food, she will often attempt to spare the baby 
by eating less herself. This is especially an issue among breast feeding mothers who need an 
extra 500 calories a day. Thus, if the mom is not eating enough, it is not good for mom or 
baby.”3 All these potential impacts of hunger and malnutrition drive children’s risk of poor 
school readiness, poor school performance and subsequent health disparities and 
poverty. Research has shown associations between food insecurity and academic and 
employment success later in life, particularly when food insecurity permeates early childhood, 
because early childhood is “the narrow window during which one builds the basic capacity to 
learn and interact productively with others; disrupting this brief period diminishes children’s 
ability to acquire complex school skills as they grow, and, later, job skills.”4 In sum, childhood 
hunger can impact a person across the lifespan. 
 
Evidence has shown that participation in food assistance programs, such as SNAP, reduces the 
prevalence of food insecurity among low-income children and families. This, of course, is 
because food assistance programs like SNAP help low-income individuals and families purchase 
groceries each month. In Pennsylvania, SNAP is administered by the Pennsylvania Department 
of Human Services (DHS). HELP: MLP is regularly called upon to provide legal advocacy for 
families vis-à-vis DHS to help obtain or preserve SNAP access, by helping prevent against 

                                                        
2 Marple, K. and Dexter, E. “Increasing nutritional supports for newborns.” National Center for Medical-Legal 
Partnership: Patients-to-Policy Series. April 2018, https://medical-legalpartnership.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/Increasing-Nutritional-Supports-for-Newborns.pdf 
3 Marple and Dexter. 
4 Hickson, M., Ettinger de Cuba, S., Weiss, I., Donofrio, G., Cook, J. Too Hungry to Learn: Food Insecurity and School 
Readiness. Children’s Healthwatch Research Brief, 3 Sept. 2013. Web. http://childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-
content/uploads/toohungrytolearn_report.pdf 
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inappropriate and unlawful denials of SNAP applications and reductions and terminations of 
SNAP benefits. Two issues that HELP: MLP attorneys regularly encounter in the normal course 
of our SNAP advocacy are administrative error and administrative delay on the part of DHS. 
As to administrative error, it is common for our client families to find themselves inappropriately 
denied access to SNAP (and other DHS-administered) benefits due to errors in fact and policy 
interpretation made by County Assistance Office (CAO) case workers, and even supervisors. For 
example, clients who submit income verifications to support SNAP applications and renewals 
often experience that the CAO workers processing their claims incorrectly deem income or fail 
to make proper deductions in determining overall SNAP eligibility and then calculating proper 
SNAP benefit amounts. Additionally, we often see CAO workers misunderstand SNAP program 
rules, such as the age limit rule for kids living at home with parents who are under the age of 22; 
we have seen CAO workers deny SNAP applications for clients over the age of 22 and living 
with parents, even though they do not buy and prepare meals together. We have seen CAO 
workers deem income from non-mandatory household members. We have seen CAO workers 
mistake limited English proficiency for lack of requisite legal status for SNAP. We have seen 
many different kinds of mistakes made over time, with upsetting frequency. 
 
As to administrative delay, HELP: MLP attorneys regularly handle cases where client families 
have turned in required paperwork and verification materials to welfare offices in a timely 
manner, in support of SNAP applications and renewals, only to find that their benefits are denied 
or cut off because the office failed to process our clients’ materials on time. This results in the 
need to file appeals and fight to access or restore benefits, during which time the families usually 
experience a delay – a gap in benefit receipt – resulting in periods where food is scarce, 
increasing familial stress and putting parents and children at risk for hunger, exacerbation of 
existing health conditions and other risks to overall well-being. 
 
Administrative errors related to case facts and SNAP policy, as well as administrative delays in 
processing materials submitted by applicants and recipients of SNAP, all do harm, and the harm 
is always suffered by the families who need help buying food to eat. We see this happen with 
alarming regularity, even under current federal rules. 
 
HELP: MLP routinely handles agency error and delay cases that result in benefit disruptions for 
families who are otherwise eligible for, and greatly in need of, SNAP benefits. Because of the 
frequency with which we see error and delay in our work every day, we are extremely concerned 
that adding more restrictions to SNAP will only increase the number of errors and delays that 
otherwise categorically exempt, vulnerable populations like ours would experience. We would 
expect the error and delay problems we already see to multiply for our population, even though, 
again, our project serves pregnant women and families with children under the age of two, who 
are, by definition, exempt from the proposed SNAP time limit rule because of their heightened 
vulnerability. Nevertheless, we fear, based on more than a decade of practicing public benefits 
law, that our client families would suffer even greater frequency of gaps in benefit access, 
because families will be easily mistaken for non-exempt from new time limit rules, and it will 
take much longer to reconnect them with SNAP benefits leading to more food insecurity and all 
the harmful impacts that periods of malnutrition and hunger can have on pregnant women, 
infants and children. 
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The proposed SNAP time limit restrictions run counter to Congress’ intent to increase nutritional 
access to address hunger and public health through the SNAP program in our country. Not only 
will the proposed rule harm the ABAWDS for which it means to increase work requirements and 
time limits, but we firmly believe that it will have terrible impacts even on other populations that 
are not intended to be affected, like pregnant women, infants, children and their parents. HELP: 
MLP joins the chorus of concerned providers, organizations and professionals that urge you to 
withdraw this rule immediately. 
 
Sincerely,  
Laura Handel, Esq. 
Managing Attorney 
 


