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November 1, 2019 

 

SNAP Program Design Branch 

Program Development Division 

Food and Nutrition Service 

3101 Park Center Drive 

U.S. Department of Agriculture 

Alexandria, VA 22302 

 

Submitted electronically  

Re: Notice of Proposed Rule Making: Revision of Categorical Eligibility in the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) RIN 0584-AE62  

Dear SNAP Program Design Branch: 

YWCA USA submits these comments on the proposed rule published at 84 FR 

35570 (July 23, 2019), RIN 0584-AE62, with the title “Revision of Categorical 

Eligibility in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).”  

Founded 160 years ago, YWCA is one of the oldest and largest women’s 

organizations in the United States and is dedicated to eliminating racism, 

empowering women, and promoting peace, justice, freedom and dignity for 

all. Today, we serve over 2 million women, girls, and their families through a 

network of more than 200 local YWCA associations in over 1,300 communities 

across 45 states and the District of Columbia.  

 

YWCA’s comments on the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) 

Proposed Rule are informed by our significant expertise in working with 

women and families across the country, which gives us practical insight 

regarding the impact the proposed rule will have on low-income women, 

women and families of color, and survivors of domestic and sexual violence: 

Each year, across our vibrant network, we are proud to provide: 

 

• 145,000 women, children and families with housing, food assistance, 

and immigrant assistance programs; 

• 535,000 women, children, and families with gender-based violence 

support services that are trauma-informed, and which include 

domestic violence and sexual assault programs and services (e.g., 

emergency shelter, transitional housing, crisis hotlines, counseling 

and court assistance, and other community safety programs), through 

157 YWCAs across 44 states;  

• 170,000+ children and parents with child care, teen and parenting 

programs, which include child care programs that specifically 
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integrate trauma-informed practices to meet the needs of homeless 

children, and children who have witnessed and experienced domestic 

violence and other trauma; and 

• 300,000 women, girls, and families with wellness, recovery, 

counseling, exercise, athletics, and aquatics programs to help them 

get and stay healthy. 

In addition: 

• The vast majority (77%) of the individuals served by YWCAs are women 

and girls, and 62% - 72% live at or below the federal poverty level.  

• Of the clients we serve, 46% are people of color: 37% are white; 21% 

are Black; 14% are Latinx; 3% are Asian; 2% are Native American / 

Alaska Native; 1% are Arab/Middle Eastern; and 4% are multi-racial. 

• More than 82,000 women and girls each year enroll in economic 

advancement programming at YWCAs across the nation – the majority 

of whom live at or below the poverty level. 

Because SNAP is vital to the economic security of women and families served 

by YWCA, particularly women and families of color and survivors of domestic 

violence and sexual assault, we write in opposition to any change in policy or 

regulation that would reduce the receipt of SNAP benefits by low-income 

women, families, and children.  

I. SNAP is essential to the economic security of low-income women. 

 

SNAP plays a critical role in reducing hunger, food insecurity, and poverty for 

millions of women and families. In 2018, SNAP lifted the incomes of more than 

3.1 million people above the poverty line.i SNAP served more than 39.6 million 

people in nearly 19.7 million households on average each month,ii and women 

make up over half (63%) of non-elderly adult SNAP recipients overall.iii  

 

SNAP serves a diverse group of women, including elderly women and women 

with disabilities. White, non-Hispanic women make up 24% of nonelderly 

adult recipients, while 35% of nonelderly adult recipients are women of color.iv 

In 2016, women were almost 48% of noncitizen recipients of SNAP.v Further, in 

a national survey, 26.1% of lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LBTQ) 

survey respondents, and 41.2% of disabled LBTQ survey respondents reported 

receiving SNAP.vi SNAP also serves a significant number of survivors of 

domestic and sexual violence - 31% of domestic violence survivors reported 

applying for food assistance since the abusive relationship began.vii 
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SNAP is the first line of defense against food insecurity for women, children, 

and families. Nearly one in nine U.S. households experience food insecurity 

during the year.viii 

● In 2018, 14% of women living alone faced food insecurity.ix 

● In 2018, 21% of households with Black, non-Hispanic heads of 

households and 16% of households Latinx heads of household were 

food insecure.x 

● In 2014, 27% of LGBTQ adult survey respondents said they 

experienced food insecurity (compared to 17% of non-LGBTQ survey 

respondents).xi 

● In 2013, the USDA documented that 33% of households with an adult 

age 18 to 64 with a disability who was not in the labor force, and 25% 

of households with adults in the same age range with other reported 

disabilities, were food insecure.xii 

● Food insecurity heightens the risk of rape, physical violence, or 

stalking by an intimate partner.xiii 

● In 2018, 11.2 million children lived in food-insecure households.xiv 

● In 2018, nearly 28% of households with children headed by a single 

woman faced food insecurity.xv 

 

II. Broad Based Categorical Eligibility provides states with the 

flexibility to ensure that women, children, and families struggling 

to make ends meet can put food on their table. 

 

Eligibility for SNAP benefits are set by Congress with some important options 

provided to states. For more than 20 years, states have had the flexibility 

through Broad-Based Categorical Eligibility (BBCE) to adjust SNAP’s very low 

gross income and asset tests. BBCE supports the economic security of millions 

of low-income women, children, and families: 

 

● BBCE supports work by eliminating a “benefit cliff” workers face as their 

earnings rise. Without BBCE, a small earning increase that results in a 

gross income over 130% of the federal poverty line (SNAP’s regular 

eligibility threshold) can lead to a substantial loss in SNAP benefits for a 

working family, especially families with high expenses for basic needs. 

BBCE allows states to modestly adjust the 130% FPL gross income 

threshold and set a more gradual benefit phase-out, which ensures 

workers who engage in slightly higher-paying work can still receive some 

food assistance through SNAP benefits.  

 

● BBCE’s elimination of the benefit cliff helps low-income families pay for 

other necessities that allow them to work. BBCE is particularly important 

for states with higher costs of living where families with lower incomes 
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have additional challenges stretching their dollars to cover their basic 

needs. Many families spend the majority of their income on everyday 

essentials like child care, health insurance, and housing that support their 

participation in the workforce. The high costs of these necessities absorb 

large portions of family budgets and leave fewer resources for other 

essentials like food. For example, in 2017, average annual child care costs 

ranged from nearly $3,000 to over $23,000 (depending on the care 

arrangement, the age of the child, and the state),xvi and only 15 percent of 

children eligible for child care assistance under federal rules receive it.xvii 

Given these expenses, working families, especially households headed by 

a single person, often rely on SNAP to put food on the table when their 

money must be used for other high-cost necessities.  

 

● BBCE helps low-income families save for future needs. SNAP has a very 

low asset limit—families and individuals are disqualified from SNAP if they 

have managed to save as little as $2,250 (or $3,500 for households with 

elderly or disabled members). By using BBCE, states can open SNAP 

eligibility to women and families with income that qualifies them for 

SNAP, but who would otherwise be ineligible because they have managed 

to build modest savings to help get through future financial emergencies 

or own a reliable car. 

 

● BBCE makes administering SNAP simpler. When families stop 

participating in SNAP because of a brief period of ineligibility or 

procedural reasons, then reapply once they’re eligible again, states face 

additional administrative costs and the families may face food shortages. 

BBCE reduces this “SNAP churn” by 26%, reducing administrative costs for 

states.xviii BBCE also benefits low-wage workers. Nearly 23.8 million people 

work in the 40 lowest-paying jobs (typically paying less than $12 per hour), 

including child care workers, personal care aides and home health aides, 

housekeepers, restaurant servers, cashiers, and more vital jobs for our 

economy.xix Yet the low-wage workforce is plagued by unstable and 

unpredictable work schedules,xx which can contribute to brief periods of 

ineligibility – and women make up nearly two-thirds (65%) of this 

workforce.xxi BBCE helps these women feed their families during times of 

unsteady employment by alleviating the need for low-wage working 

families to reapply during each reduction in hours. 

 

III. The proposed rule restricting BBCE would negatively impact the 

communities served by YWCA, particularly women of color and 

survivors of domestic and sexual violence. 
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A. Restricting BBCE threatens food assistance to low-income women, 

children, and families 

 

The proposed rule would eliminate SNAP benefits for about 1.7 million 

households and 3.1 million individuals in Fiscal Year (FY) 2020.xxii This will 

impact low-wage working women, who are more likely than men in the low-

wage workforce to have incomes subject to this proposed rule.xxiii Of the more 

than 26 million people working in low-wage jobs (typically paying less than 

$11 per hour), nearly six in ten are women—and women are close to seven in 

ten workers in the lowest-wage occupations that typically pay less than $10 

per hour.xxiv  

 

Nineteen percent of women in the low-wage workforce (and 21% of women of 

color in the low-wage workforce) have incomes between 130% and 200% of 

the FPL.xxv Many women in this income range who currently receive SNAP are 

trying to improve their economic security through modest savings for future 

financial emergencies and have hefty child care, housing, and/or medical 

expenses that leave them with little left over to purchase food for their 

families. Yet the impact of this proposed rule on BBCE’s flexibilities with the 

asset test and income test could take away their SNAP benefits. 

 

Twenty-five percent of women in the low-wage workforce (and 29% of women 

of color in the low-wage workforce) have incomes below 130% of the FPL.xxvi 

For any of these women who are trying to save a modest amount for future 

emergencies while receiving SNAP through BBCE, they could lose benefits 

because of this proposed rule’s impact on the asset test BBCE flexibility. 

 

While women of all races are overrepresented in the low-wage workforce 

compared to their share of the overall workforce, women of color are 

especially disproportionately represented in the low-wage workforce. Nearly 

one-third (31.6%) of women in the low-wage workforce are women of color: 

11.1% are Black, 15.6% are Latinx, 4.3% are Asian or Pacific Islander, and .6% 

percent are American Indian/Alaska Native.xxvii 

 

Many low-wage jobs that are primarily held by women—such as cashiers, 

maids and housekeepers, personal and home care aides, and restaurant 

servers—have work schedules that are often unpredictable, unstable, and 

inflexible.xxviii Many offer only part-time work (48.6% in the low-wage 

workforce compared to 26.5% in the overall workforce),xxix despite many 

workers’ need for full-time hours.  Women working part-time often do so due 

to problems accessing affordable child care or other family or personal 

obligations. And women in low- wage jobs are especially likely to face 

discrimination and harassment at work, which can result in lost hours or 
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voluntary or involuntary job loss.xxx This proposed rule would penalize these 

women further by making it harder to maintain SNAP while trying to access 

caregiving arrangements that would allow them to work more hours to 

improve their economic security. 

 

By proposing a rule that prevents states from allowing people with high child 

care, housing, and/or medical costs who are earning just above the income 

eligibility level to receive some food assistance, the USDA ignores working 

families’ struggle to make ends meet. Furthermore, if children lose access to 

free school meals because they lose SNAP under this proposed rule, their 

parents and caregivers will have to pay for school meals—a cost some may not 

be able to bear.  

 

B. Restricting BBCE threatens vital food assistance to survivors of 

domestic violence or sexual assault 

 

Survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault often face unique 

challenges and barriers at the intersection of gender-based violence and 

economic hardship. 

 

Women living in poverty experience domestic violence at twice the rate of 

those who do not, and the violence perpetrated against them can make it 

impossible to climb out of poverty.xxxi In order to exercise control over their 

partners, abusers often actively prevent their partner from attaining economic 

independence by sabotaging their partner’s economic stability. For example, 

abusers may interfere with survivors’ access to financial resources, education, 

employment, child care, or health care; engage in reproductive coercion; ruin 

the survivor’s credit; leave the survivor with tax debt; and more.xxxii 

 

Abuse can also result in survivors falling into poverty; violence often 

undermines survivors’ ability to work, have a place to live, and do what is 

necessary to pursue a more stable life for themselves and their children.xxxiii 

Ending an abusive relationship, moreover, may mean losing not only access to 

a partner’s income, but also housing, health care, or child care. Furthermore, 

survivors in marginalized and underserved communities (such as people of 

color, LGBTQ people, immigrants, and people with disabilities) often face 

intersecting forms of discrimination that exacerbate their likelihood of facing 

economic instability.xxxiv 

 

Accessing public benefits that help meet basic needs, including SNAP, is 

therefore imperative for women’s safety.xxxv Survivors’ access to SNAP is 

fundamental to determining whether they can leave an abusive 

relationshipxxxvi and is critical to helping them establish a safer and more 
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stable life. In a 2017 survey of service providers working with survivors, over 

88% of respondents said that SNAP is a very critical resource for most 

domestic violence and sexual assault survivors.xxxvii In a recent survey of 

service providers about victims’ experiences accessing SNAP, 88% of 

respondents indicated that SNAP is a critical resource for a significant number 

of victims with whom they work, and nearly 80% of respondents reported that 

most domestic violence victims rely on SNAP to help address their basic needs 

and to establish safety and stability.xxxviii 

 

By the Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) own account, programs and policies 

strengthening economic supports help reduce the risk factors for intimate 

partner violence.xxxix The CDC identifies SNAP as a program that can 

strengthen household financial security through providing cash benefits to 

low-income households, representing an evidence-based approach to reduce 

risk factors for intimate partner violence.xl Simply put, when survivors have 

stable access to resources that help them build economic resiliency – 

including programs like SNAP – they and their families are much more likely to 

remain safe and secure.  

 

Unfortunately, individuals working with survivors have identified a variety of 

barriers that keep survivors from safely accessing SNAP benefits, or that serve 

as reasons why victims may lose benefits or not get the full range of services 

SNAP provides.xli In one study, only 58% of individuals working with survivors 

reported that survivors of domestic violence had access to SNAP when they 

needed it, and 44% of those working with sexual assault survivors reported 

that these survivor had access.xlii BBCE is one way states can make it easier for 

survivors to access SNAP. This proposed rule, however, would increase the 

burden survivors must overcome to access SNAP and would reduce access not 

only SNAP, but also WIC and free school meals, for survivors and their families. 

Consequently, the USDA should withdraw this proposed rule and instead 

focus on improving access to food and nutrition programs to increase the 

safety and well-being of survivors and their families. 

 

Under the current rules, states have the flexibility to use BBCE to effectively 

provide food assistance to low-income women, children, and families, and 

have been doing so for more than 20 years. Any change that would restrict, 

impede, or add uncertainty to states’ current ability to do so must not be 

pursued. 

 

To address these and other concerns, YWCA strongly urges the Department to 

withdraw the proposed rule in its entirety and to reject any proposals that 

would cause more women and families to face an increased risk of food and 

economic insecurity.  
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YWCA appreciates the opportunity to share our views with you. If you have any 

questions, please contact YWCA USA Vice President of Public Policy and 

Advocacy Catherine Beane, at cbeane@ywca.org or 202-835-2354. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

 
Alejandra Y. Castillo, CEO YWCA USA 
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