
 

 
 
 
Program Design Branch, Program Development Division,  
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA 
3101 Park Center Dr. 
Alexandria, VA 22302 
 

RE: Proposed Rule: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Standardization of 
State Heating and Cooling Standard Utility Allowances 7 CFR 273.9 

Dear Program Design Branch:  

The Health, Education and Legal assistance Project: A Medical-Legal Partnership at Widener 
University Delaware Law School (HELP: MLP) strongly opposes the proposed rule, 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Standardization of State Heating and 
Cooling Standard Utility Allowances (7 CFR 273.9). We respectfully request the Administration 
withdraw this proposed rule, because in addition to the suffering and hardship that would result 
from taking away basic food assistance from 19% of SNAP households nationwide, it would 
have a very dangerous impact on the health and well-being of many pregnant women, parents, 
infants, and children.  

HELP: MLP partners with maternal and child health providers to improve  health through legal 
interventions that focus on addressing health-harming legal needs. Our partners are evidence-
based maternal and infant home-visiting programs that provide health and social services to low-
income pregnant women, infants, and children up to two years of age. Food insecurity is one of 
the primary legal needs HELP: MLP addresses. We know from many years of experience 
helping low-income parents and children how difficult it is for families living in poverty, 
including the working poor, to make ends meet (due to expenses for housing, utilities, out-of-
pocket medical costs, childcare, and more). Often, our clients have faced the need to make 
devastating trade-offs, including having to choose between not paying a utility bill or rent to 
afford to eat or feed their children, or vice versa. These unthinkable but common circumstances 
wreak havoc on individuals’ and families’ health. 

The negative effects of food insecurity on the health and development of young children in 
particular are well-documented and include many poor outcomes, such as micronutrient 
deficiencies, developmental and behavioral issues, increased rates of acute infections, 
hospitalizations, and complications due to chronic illnesses.1 These potential impacts of hunger 
and malnutrition drive children’s risk of poor school readiness, poor school performance, and 
subsequent health disparities and poverty. Hunger experienced in childhood can impact a person 
across his or her lifespan. Evidence has shown that participation in food assistance programs,  

 
1 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  

https://medical-legalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Increasing-Nutritional-Supports-for-Newborns.pdf
https://medical-legalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Increasing-Nutritional-Supports-for-Newborns.pdf


 

 

 

such as SNAP, reduces the prevalence of food insecurity among low-income children and 
families. This is because food assistance programs like SNAP help low-income individuals and 
families purchase groceries each month.  

Under the proposed rule, a significant number of our clients would see drastic cuts to their SNAP 
benefits. HELP: MLP operates in Delaware and Philadelphia Counties in Pennsylvania, a state 
where, under the proposed rule, more than half of SNAP households (nearly half a million) 
would stand to lose an average of about $40 per month in benefits. The proposed rule seeks to 
save federal dollars by changing the calculation of the SNAP Standard Utility Allowance (SUA), 
according to a methodology that has not yet been revealed, in an effort to nationalize one single 
SUA calculation for the entire country. 

Currently, and historically, and with USDA approval, states have been permitted to set their own 
SUAs based on local factors. In determining SNAP eligibility and household benefit amounts, 
states allow deductions from gross household income for basic expenses, including shelter and 
utility costs, to assess how much money a household has left to purchase food. SUAs simplify 
the process of determining how much money a household has available to use for food minus the 
costs of other necessities by setting a “standard” amount that households can be expected to pay 
for utilities rather than requiring actual utility bills. This “standard” utility cost is intended to be 
set at a level high enough to reasonably account for expenses incurred by almost all SNAP 
households within a particular state, based on state- and region-specific environmental, 
economic, and other factors. Because states have always been accorded this discretion, 
knowledge of local facts and realities have informed the substance of each state’s calculations, 
which explains the variance or diversity between states’ different possible SUAs across the 
country. 

In its own Regulatory Impact Analysis, USDA states that “The Department believes that 
standardizing the SUA methodology would help make SUAs and the program more equitable 
and would also improve program integrity by ensuring SUAs better reflect what households are 
paying for utilities.”2 As to the first point, SUAs vary from state to state because so do the costs 
of utilities in different parts of the country and different environments. It makes sense that such a 
determination would best be made on the local level and would, in fact, vary from state to state. 
These differences are not “inequities,” because creating equity often does require recognizing 
difference and nuance. The proposed rule would take away states’ ability to set their own SUAs 
based on individual state experience and local factors, meaning that places with higher need 
would be subject to a methodology that does not reflect its needs and therefore fails to meet its  

 

 
2 USDA (2019). Regulatory Impact Analysis, 7 CFR Part 273. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: 
Standardization of State Heating and Cooling Standard Utility Allowances, p. 1.  Retrieved from 
https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/snap-sua-regulatory-impact-analysis.pdf 
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needs. Furthermore, the nationwide methodology that is proposed to be used instead remains a 
mystery; USDA has not revealed what it is in its proposed rule. Whatever it is, by treating all 
states’ and localities’ needs the same, when they are not, would cause inequity and greater 
hardship in many states, including Pennsylvania, because not all states needs are the same. 

As to the second assertion – that the proposed rule will ensure that the SUA methodology “better 
reflects what households are paying for utilities” – it is critical to note that the change in 
methodology is not a response to an increase in income in low-income households, nor is it a 
response to a decrease in utility costs for low-income households. The income of low-income 
families has not increased and the cost of their utilities has not decreased. What is proposed is 
an arbitrary change in the methodology used to gauge how much cash poor families with 
disproportionately high energy burdens (compared to higher income families) have on hand to 
pay for utility service. There is no program integrity clearly in need of protection, here, and poor 
families are still struggling every day to stretch their existing SNAP dollars each month to help 
put food on the table, in light of the costs of other necessities, including utilities, rent, 
transportation, childcare and healthcare. Additionally, states are in a far better position than the 
federal government to most accurately determine what its resident households are paying for 
utilities, and how much of their household income is being spent on utility costs alone. States 
like Pennsylvania would see a drastic cut to our resident households’ benefits, a spike in hunger, 
and all the harm to family and child health that would follow. This is not what equity looks like. 

In sum, the proposed SNAP SUA methodology changes run counter to Congress’ intent to 
increase nutritional access to address hunger and public health through the SNAP program in our 
country. The proposed rule would harm poor families – pregnant women, mothers, fathers, 
infants, and children – by increasing the risk of food insecurity and poor health. No equitable 
purpose can be served through this proposed measure to save money, which is the true goal of 
the proposal. No lives are improved by taking away food from so many in a crude attempt to 
“equalize” the distribution of SNAP dollars. HELP: MLP therefore joins the chorus of concerned 
providers, organizations, and professionals that urge you to withdraw this rule immediately.  

 

Sincerely, 

Laura Handel, Managing Attorney 

HELP: MLP 

 


