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Debt Ceiling Agreement’s SNAP Changes
Would Increase Hunger and Poverty

for Many Older Low-Income People; New Exemptions
Would Help Some Others

By Katie Bergh and Dottie Rosenbaum

The debt ceiling agreement, which includes almost all of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) changes from the House-passed debt-ceiling-and-cuts bill, would put almost
750,000 older adults aged 50-54 at risk of losing food assistance through an expansion of the
existing, failed SNAP work-reporting requirement.' The expansion of this requitement would take
food assistance away from large numbers of people, including many who have serious barriers to
employment as well as others who are working or should be exempt but are caught up in red tape.

The agreement also includes some improvements to both existing SNAP policy and the SNAP
provisions in the House-passed version: veterans, people experiencing homelessness, and former
foster youth would be exempted from the work-reporting requirement if states properly identify that
they meet these criteria.

Strong research evidence on SNAP’s existing work-reporting requirement shows that it does not
increase employment or earnings but does cause many people to lose food assistance. Those who
would be newly at risk of losing food assistance have very low incomes, typically well below the
poverty line, and would be pushed even deeper into poverty if they lose SNAP. The new
exemptions are positive, but improvements for some do not justify expanding a failed policy to
others.

It is uncertain how many people the new exemptions would help because the data for assessing
the impact are imperfect and the impact of both policy changes would depend on federal and state
implementation decisions.

1 Based on CBPP analysis of 2019 SNAP Household Characteristics data. Because this provision denies basic food
assistance to people who are working less than 20 hours a week, even if they are looking for work or want to work, it is
effectively a time limit rather than a work requirement, though many people refer to it as a work requirement. This paper
uses “work-reporting requirement” to reflect that even those who are working must successfully and repeatedly report
that to remain eligible.



In its analysis of the debt limit agreement, the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimates that
modestly more people would be protected by the new exemptions, including those subject to the
work-reporting requirement under current law, than those who would lose assistance from the
expansion of the time limit, though as noted above, these estimates are uncertain. That so many
people experiencing homelessness, veterans, and former foster youth — many of whom should be
exempt under current law because of their significant health conditions and other circumstances —

would be newly protected by these exemptions is evidence that the current exemption system is
badly broken.

It is important to note that the overwhelming majority of people aged 50-54 who would be newly
subject to the requirement are not veterans or people experiencing homelessness.

The agreement would also restrict states’ discretion to mitigate the impact of the work-reporting
requirement by reducing the cap on individual hardship exemptions and limiting carryover of
unused exemptions. Under current law, each state receives individual hardship exemptions they can
use at their discretion to exempt individuals from the work-reporting requirement based on a
percentage of the number of people in their state who are subject to SNAP’s work-reporting
requirement. Currently, unused exemptions can accrue over time.

SNAP’s Work-Reporting Requirement Is Based on False Premises, Does Not
Improve Employment Outcomes

SNAP’s existing work-reporting requirement has proven to be a failure. Under current law, most
adults aged 18-49 without children in their homes can only receive benefits for three months in a
three-year period unless they can document that they are working or participating in a job training
program for 20 hours per week or can prove they qualify for an exemption, such as having a work-
limiting disability.

Numerous studies have shown that this requirement does not improve employment or earnings,
but it does take away SNAP’s food assistance from a substantial share of people who are subject to
it. For example, a recent study found that the work-reporting requirement cut SNAP participation
amonyg those subject to it by more than half (53 percent).? Those subject to the requirement often
have very low incomes, and the loss of SNAP benefits significantly harms their ability to meet their
basic needs.

This requirement is also based on the false premise that low-income people receiving benefits do
not work and must be compelled to do so, an assumption rooted in unfounded stereotypes based on
race, gender, disability status, and class. Most working-age, non-disabled adults who participate in
SNAP are already working for pay or are temporarily between jobs. Among the 18- to 49-year-olds
without disability income or children in their homes who are subject to SNAP’s existing work-
reporting requirement, 51 percent worked in a given month while receiving SNAP and 74 percent

* Colin Gray et al., “Employed in a SNAP: The Impact of Work Requirements on Program Participation and Labor
Supply,” American Economic Association Journal, Vol. 15, No. 1, February 2023,
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257 /pol.20200561.



https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/pol.20200561

worked within a year of that month.” But the complexity of this bureaucratic work-reporting
requirement means that significant numbers of people — including many who are meeting the
requirement and those who should be exempt from it — end up losing their benefits.

While the law provides that the work-reporting requirement applies only to people who are “fit
for work,” this has not borne out in practice. There is evidence that, under the existing policy, many
of those whose SNAP benefits are taken away should have been exempt but were not properly
screened for work-limiting health conditions or other exemptions.*

Older Adults Would Be Cut From SNAP Under Expanded Work-Reporting
Requirement, Worsening Hunger and Hardship

The agreement would expand SNAP’s existing harsh work-reporting requirement to apply to
older adults aged 50-54 over time. Starting 90 days after enactment, 50-year-olds would be newly
subject to this work-reporting requirement.” Beginning October 1, 2023, almost immediately after
the first change would take effect, the work-reporting requirement would expand further to also
apply to 51- and 52-year-olds; it would then expand to apply to 53- and 54-year-olds beginning
October 1, 2024. Once fully phased in, this requirement would remain in place until October 1,
2030.

We estimate that almost 750,000 older adults aged 50-54 would be newly subject to SNAP’s work-
reporting requirement and at risk of losing benefits under this bill. Nearly half (48 percent) of those
who would be newly at risk of losing SNAP are women. See Table 1 for state-level estimates of the

number of older adults who would be at risk of losing benefits in each state based on data from
2019.

Not everyone who would be at risk of losing benefits under this bill would lose access to SNAP.
Some would consistently work 20 hours per week and successfully document and report that work
effort each month. Others would be determined to be exempt from the work-reporting requirement
cither because they would be successfully screened for an existing exemption, such as having a
disability, or they would be determined to be eligible for one of the new exemptions discussed
below. Still others would live in an area where the state has secured a waiver of the work-reporting
requirement due to a lack of sufficient jobs.

ol

3 Joseph Llobrera, “Most Working-Age SNAP Participants Work But Job Instability Overstates Joblessness in Some
Analyses,” CBPP, May 19, 2023, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/most-working-age-snap-patticipants-work-but-job-

instability-overstates-joblessness-in-some.

4 Erin Brantley, Drishti Pillai, and Leighton Ku, “Association of Work Requirements With Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program Participation by Race/Ethnicity and Disability Status, 2013-2017,” LANM.A Network Open, Vol. 3, No.
6, June 2020, https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2767673; Laura Wheaton ef al., “The
Impact of SNAP Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents (ABAWD) Time Limit Reinstatement in Nine States,”
Utrban Institute, June 2021, https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files /publication /104451 /the-impact-of-snap-able-
bodied-adults-without-dependents-abawd-time-limit-reinstatement-in-nin _1.pdf; and Ohio Association of Food Banks,
“Franklin County Work Experience Program: Comprehensive Report, Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents,” 2014,
https://admin.ohiofoodbanks.org/uploads/news/ABAWD Report 2014-2015-v3.pdf.

5 The provision goes into effect for individuals who submit a new SNAP application or come up for recertification
beginning 90 days after enactment (in early September if the bill is enacted in early June).
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But a significant number of people would lose benefits because of this change. CBO previously
estimated 275,000 people would be cut from SNAP on average each month under the House-passed
bill, under which 55-year-olds also would have been subject to the requirement.® CBO’s new
estimate of the final agreement did not provide the estimate of the number of 50-54-year-olds who
would be cut from SNAP, but, absent the new exemptions for individuals experiencing
homelessness and veterans, it’s likely about 225,000 people given the age distribution among SNAP
participants.” A small share of these individuals are likely to be eligible for the new exemptions

included in the bill.

Some of the people who would lose SNAP would be working but could struggle to consistently
meet the 20-hour requirement or to provide documentation of their hours. It will likely be
challenging for participants to understand whether they are subject to the requirement or not,
particularly as the rules change as the age expansion phases in over time. Others would lose benefits
if they should have been exempt from the requirement but were not correctly screened, or if they
have a work-limiting health condition that the state does not view as serious enough for an
exemption.

The older adults who lose access to SNAP would lose about $8 per person per day in benefits.
These individuals often have very low incomes, and the loss of SNAP will push most of those
affected into or deeper into poverty.

The older adults who would be newly subject to this work-reporting requirement may be
particulatly vulnerable to losing benefits due to age-related employment challenges. Older adults are
more likely to face age-related discrimination in the labor market, to no longer be able to perform
the types of jobs they did when they were younger, or to have health conditions that may limit their
ability to work, the types of jobs they can do, or their ability to consistently work enough hours. The
prevalence of health conditions rapidly increases for low-income adults starting in their 40s, and
neatly half of low-income adults aged 50-54 report a health barrier to work. (See Figure 1.) The
share of older adults with incomes below twice the poverty line who have health conditions is three
times higher than the share of those with incomes above this level.

Receipt of disability benefits is one of the most common reasons that someone is exempt from
the work-reporting requirement, but high denial rates and long wait times have made those benefits
increasingly difficult to access. SNAP has been an important lifeline for low-income older adults
with significant health barriers to employment who have struggled to access disability benefits or
who may be waiting for an eligibility determination, but these adults may soon lose access to SNAP
as well, if they are not determined to be otherwise exempt from the expanded work-reporting
requirement.”

6 CBO, “CBO’s Estimate of the Budgetary Effects of H.R. 2811, the Limit, Save, Grow Act of 2023,” April 25, 2023,
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/59102.

7 CBO, letter to the Honorable Kevin McCarthy regarding CBO’s Estimate of the Budgetary Effects of H.R. 3746, the
Fiscal Responsibility Act of 2023, May 30, 2023, https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2023-
05/hr3746 Letter McCarthy.pdf.

8 Pamela Herd, “New SNAP Work Requitements Are a Bigger Problem Than You Think,” Can We Still Govern?, May
30, 2023, https://donmoynihan.substack.com/p/new-snap-work-requirements-are-a.
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Close to Half of Older People With Low Incomes
Face Significant Health Barriers to Work

Share of adults reporting fair or poor health or a work-limiting disability,

by age
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Source: CBPP analysis of March 2022 Current Population Survey

New Exemptions for People Experiencing Homelessness, Veterans, and
Former Foster Youth Would Protect Some; Implementation Would Be Key

While the agreement would expand SNAP’s work-reporting requirement to apply to older adults,
it also creates new exemptions from the requirement that would reduce the number of people aged
18-54 who are subject to it. The agreement creates three new exemptions for people experiencing
homelessness, veterans, and individuals under age 25 who wete previously in foster care.” These
exemptions would be temporary and would expire on October 1, 2030, as would the expanded
work-reporting requirements.

Because SNAP’s work-reporting requirement does not improve employment outcomes but does
remove substantial numbers of people from SNAP, these new exemptions could be a meaningful
step toward mitigating the harm of this requirement for people in these groups. The universe of

? States would be required to apply these new exemptions 90 days after the bill’s enactment for each individual making
an initial application or recertifying for benefits. The Food and Nutrition Act defines “homeless individual” as an
individual who lacks a fixed and regular nighttime residence; or an individual who has a primary nighttime residence that
is a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter (including a welfare hotel or congregate shelter) designed to provide
temporary living accommodations, an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be
institutionalized, a temporary accommodation for not more than 90 days in the residence of another individual, or a
public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings. The
agreement defines the exemption for former foster youth as being for an individual aged 24 or younger who was in
foster care on their 18 birthday or a “higher age as the State has elected under section 475(8)(B)(iii) of the Social
Security Act.”



people who may qualify for one of these new exemptions, particularly the exemption for people
experiencing homelessness, is potentially significant.

CBO has estimated that once the provisions in the agreement are fully phased in, 78,000 more
people would gain SNAP as a result of the new exemptions than would lose eligibility due to the
expansion of the work-reporting requirement to older adults, though the data available to CBO to
make this estimate are imperfect. The Department of Agriculture (USDA) would need to ensure that
states implement the exemptions to maximize their effectiveness and minimize the burdens on
individuals and state agencies to collect documentation.

It appears that many states already collect information about whether SNAP applicants are
experiencing homelessness because SNAP’s shelter deduction includes a special allowance for
individuals who are homeless but incur some expenses for shelter. This may make it relatively easy
for many states to implement the new exemption for individuals experiencing homelessness.
However, there is substantial variation across the states in the share of households identified as
experiencing homelessness. These differences no doubt reflect differences in the prevalence of
homelessness across the states, but they may also reflect differences in how states are screening
applicants.

For example, some states’ SNAP applications ask for the applicant’s address and shelter costs,
while others ask more detailed questions about the applicant’s living situation, such as whether they
are living in an emergency shelter, motel, or with family or friends due to economic hardship. It is
less clear the extent to which states collect information regarding an individual’s status as a veteran
or former foster youth, as these factors do not currently directly impact the SNAP eligibility
determination or benefit calculation.

While the new exemptions for veterans and former foster youth would be relatively
straightforward once established for any given individual, it may be challenging for states to track
whether and for how long someone meets the definition of a “homeless individual,” as very low-
income people often have unstable housing situations that may change frequently. Depending on
how it is implemented, this exemption could also create perverse no-win situations for people
struggling with housing insecurity, who may find more stable housing only to lose their SNAP
benefits once they no longer qualify for this exemption.

Many of the people who would be covered by the new exemptions may qualify for an exemption
under existing rules. For example, many individuals experiencing homelessness have work-limiting
disabilities but have not been determined eligible for a disability benefit, and any veteran who
receives disability compensation from the Department of Veterans Affairs, regardless of their
disability rating, should be exempt under existing policy." Moreovert, states have discretionary
individual exemptions that they can use for people facing significant hardship — states shou/d have
been using those exemptions for at least some people experiencing homelessness but it isn’t clear
how many have been doing so.

10 Food and Nutrition Service, “ABAWD Time Limit Exemption for Veterans Disability Benefit Recipients,” May 20,
2016, https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/ABAWD /time-limit-exemption-veterans-disability-benefit.
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The need to create exemptions for certain vulnerable populations from SNAP’s work-reporting
requirement highlights the underlying harm of this requirement overall and the failings of the
exemption process — the very process most 50—54-year-olds who are in poor health and newly
subject to the work-reporting requirement would have to rely upon. Rather than putting the onus on
participants and state agencies to navigate a bureaucratic process to determine whether and how
long an individual meets the specific criteria to qualify for an exemption, policymakers should end
this ineffective and punitive policy entirely.

Agreement Would Further Limit States’ Discretion to Mitigate Harm of SNAP’s
Work-Reporting Requirement

The agreement also modifies existing options that states can use to temporarily exempt specific
individuals.

Under current law, each state receives individual hardship exemptions based on a percentage of
the number of people in their state who are subject to SNAP’s work-reporting requirement; states
can accrue and carry over unused exemptions indefinitely. Each exemption can be used at the state’s
discretion to convey one additional month of eligibility for SNAP benefits for an individual subject
to the requirement. States have previously used these exemptions to extend eligibility for certain
vulnerable populations, such as survivors of domestic violence; to extend eligibility for those with
barriers to employment or who are working fewer than 20 hours per week; and to simplify
administration of the work-reporting requirement.

Before fiscal year 2020, states received individual hardship exemptions equal to 15 percent of the
number of individuals subject to the work-reporting requirement. Beginning in fiscal year 2020, this
percentage was lowered to 12 percent due to a statutory change in the Agriculture Improvement Act
of 2018. The debt ceiling agreement would further lower the number of exemptions states receive to
8 percent (a change that was not included in the House-passed bill) and would limit carryover of
unused exemptions to the subsequent fiscal year. These changes would further limit states’
discretion to extend eligibility for individuals based on their specific circumstances.

The bill also includes a new requirement on USDA regarding the waivers that states may seek
from the work-reporting requirement in areas with high unemployment or a lack of sufficient jobs.
Thirty days after enactment, USDA would be required to make public all available state waiver
requests and approvals, including supporting data from the state. This provision also was not
included in the House-passed bill.

Agreement Would Change SNAP’s Statutory Purpose to Add Employment
Focus

The agreement would also amend the statutory purpose of SNAP to include assisting “low-
income adults in obtaining employment and increasing their earnings.” This modification ignores
that a significant portion of adults who participate in SNAP are not expected to work because they
are disabled or not working-age, and that most SNAP participants who are able to work for pay
already do so. While this change would not have an immediate programmatic impact, it could be
used in the future to press for further harmful work-reporting requirements. Further conditioning
access to basic food assistance on employment runs contrary to SNAP’s long-standing, core purpose



as an anti-hunger program that allows low-income households to obtain a more nutritious diet and
strengthens the United States’ agricultural economy.

SNAP Recipients in Each State Aged 50-54 Whose SNAP Benefits Could Be at
Risk Under Debt Limit Agreement

Figures are for an average month in fiscal year 2019. The number may be higher or lower in future years
depending on how many people participate in SNAP. They include individuals who do not receive disability
benefits and have no children in the SNAP household. Not all of these individuals would lose SNAP. Some
could document that they qualify for exemptions (including the newly added exemptions) or are working 20
hours or more per week. Others could live in areas with waivers based on insufficient jobs.

Total number of SNAP participants aged 50-54 at risk of

State losing SNAP
Alabama 13,000
Alaska 2,000
Arizona 14,000
Arkansas 6,000
California 118,000
Colorado 9,000
Connecticut 9,000
Delaware 3,000
District of Columbia 4,000
Florida 44,000
Georgia 19,000
Guam 1,000
Hawai’i 4,000
ldaho 2,000
lllinois 47,000
Indiana 9,000
lowa 6,000
Kansas 3,000
Kentucky 13,000
Louisiana 13,000
Maine 2,000
Maryland 15,000
Massachusetts 13,000
Michigan 28,000
Minnesota 4,000
Mississippi 7,000
Missouri 11,000
Montana 2,000



SNAP Recipients in Each State Aged 50-54 Whose SNAP Benefits Could Be at
Risk Under Debt Limit Agreement

Figures are for an average month in fiscal year 2019. The number may be higher or lower in future years
depending on how many people participate in SNAP. They include individuals who do not receive disability
benefits and have no children in the SNAP household. Not all of these individuals would lose SNAP. Some
could document that they qualify for exemptions (including the newly added exemptions) or are working 20
hours or more per week. Others could live in areas with waivers based on insufficient jobs.

Total number of SNAP participants aged 50-54 at risk of

State losing SNAP
Nebraska 2,000
Nevada 8,000
New Hampshire 1,000
New Jersey 8,000
New Mexico 13,000
New York 45,000
North Carolina 21,000
North Dakota 1,000
Ohio 28,000
Oklahoma 10,000
Oregon 19,000
Pennsylvania 30,000
Rhode Island 2,000
South Carolina 8,000
South Dakota 1,000
Tennessee 19,000
Texas 44,000
Utah 2,000
Vermont 1,000
Virgin Islands 500
Virginia 19,000
Washington 16,000
West Virginia 7,000
Wisconsin 12,000
Wyoming 500
U.S. Total Almost 750,000

Note: These figures do not include estimates for the provision in the agreement that would limit state flexibility on individual exemptions
or the impact of new exemptions for veterans, individuals experiencing homelessness, or former foster care youth up to age 24.
Source: CBPP analysis of SNAP Household Characteristics data for Fiscal Year 2019
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