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National Alliance on Mental lliness

September 23, 2019

SNAP Program Design Branch
Program Development Division
Food and Nutrition Service
3101 Park Center Drive

U.S. Department of Agriculture
Alexandria, Virginia 22302

RE: Proposed Rule: Notice of Proposed Rule Making — Revision of Categorical Eligibility in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) RIN 0584-AE62

Dear SNAP Program Design Branch:

On behalf of the National Alliance on Mental Iliness (NAMI), we appreciate the opportunity to
comment on USDA’s Notice of Proposed Rule on Revision of Categorical Eligibility in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). As the nation’s largest grassroots mental
health organization dedicated to building better lives for the millions of Americans affected by
mental illness, NAMI is deeply concerned that the proposed changes would cause serious harm
to these individuals, their families, and their communities. Therefore, we urge the USDA to
retract this proposed rule and continue providing states the flexibility needed to best meet the
needs of SNAP participants.

Food insecurity is important for people with mental health conditions, who are more likely to be
unemployed' and count on SNAP when they may be underemployed, in between jobs, or caring

for family members. SNAP is also helpful for those who may not qualify for disability benefits or

who have not completed the often-lengthy process to obtain disability benefits.

Current federal law provides SNAP benefits to households with income at or less than 130
percent of the federal poverty limit. Under federal policy known as Broad-Based Categorical
Eligibility (BBCE), state governments may provide SNAP waivers to TANF-supported households
with income up to 200 percent of the federal poverty limit that demonstrate categorical need.
More than 40 states use BBCE to better support families with lower incomes," allowing them to
serve more working households that have significant expenses for housing and childcare.

The proposed rule would limit states’ ability to enroll families in SNAP through BBCE, and, by
extension, have widespread eligibility implications for the National School Lunch Program
(NSLP). This would eliminate SNAP benefits for 3.1 million individuals' and 500,000 children
receiving free school meals.” By USDA’s own estimates, the proposed rule would cut SNAP
benefits over five years by $10.543 billion, while increasing SNAP administrative costs by $2.314
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billion." According to the USDA, “The proposed rule may also negatively impact food security
and reduce the savings rates among those individuals who do not meet the income and
resource eligibility requirements for SNAP or the substantial and ongoing requirements for
expanded categorical eligibility.”

NAMI is concerned that for children and adults with serious health conditions like mental illness,
limiting access to nutrition assistance could have serious repercussions for their health and
negatively impact their emotional and psychological stability. Among adults with a serious
mental illness, those with very low food security have higher odds of not being able to afford
mental health care, and lower odds of utilizing mental health services than those who are food
secure." Sadly, we know what happens when people with mental illness don’t get treatment
they need; they can end up in jail or on the streets — with worse long-term individual outcomes,
greater pain for their families and a greater cost to the state and the federal government. And
even for those who do not have mental illness, dealing with food insecurity can bring about
poorer mental health that may contribute to anxiety and depression in adults*' and emotional
problems among adolescents."

NAMI is also concerned that the proposed rule will disproportionately affect communities that
have been involved in the criminal justice system. About one in three people incarcerated in
state and federal prisons have a diagnosed mental health condition,* and people who are
formerly incarcerated and have convictions are subject to nearly 46,000 laws and statutes that
impact opportunities for basic employment, housing, education, and other life needs.* As a
result, the vast majority people returning to communities are food insecure.” Moreover, about
half are unemployed a year after their return, even as they are more actively looking for work
than the general public. Persistent discrimination and barriers undermine opportunity for
families and communities of formerly incarcerated people, and if the Administration eliminates
access to BCCE, these families will lose the necessary support to cover basic needs.

NAMI strongly opposes the proposed rule that would expose more people to the arbitrary SNAP
food cutoff policy. NAMI requests that USDA rescind the proposed rule and instead focus on
policies to help decrease food insecurity in vulnerable populations, particularly individuals with
mental health conditions. If you have any questions or would like to discuss these comments,
please contact Jodi Kwarciany, Manager of Mental Health Policy at jkwarciany@nami.org.

Sincerely,

/s/

Jennifer Snow
Director of Public Policy
NAMI, National Alliance on Mental lliness
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