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SNAP Implementation Must Adequately Protect
Tribal Citizens

No one in our country should go hungry, and SNAP (the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) has
been our nation’s most effective anti-hunger program for decades. However, sweeping cuts to SNAP
enacted in the harmful 2025 Republican reconciliation law take away the help people and families with

low incomes need to put food on the table amid the rising cost of living."

These changes particularly threaten food assistance for Tribal citizens, who currently experience food
insecurity at the highest rates of any major demographic group.? Since the founding of the United States,
Tribes have faced systemic barriers to food security due to federal mismanagement of Tribal lands,
forced relocation away from traditional foods, the rural nature of many reservations, and other factors. As
aresult, Tribal citizens are particularly likely to need food assistance and, like all SNAP recipients, face
cuts in SNAP benefits under the reconciliation law. However, they have one critical protection in the law:
Tribal citizens are categorically excepted from the SNAP work requirement, regardless of
where they live. State administrators should work to ensure the new exception is implemented
correctly and completely.

State SNAP administrators are required to implement this exception for Tribal citizens regardless of
whether there are federally recognized Tribes within the borders of their state. Doing so is a

straightforward step administrators can take to mitigate the reconciliation law’s harm.

This categorical exception to the work requirement is new. SNAP administrators must understand how to
administer it to maximize the number of eligible Tribal citizens receiving basic nutrition assistance. SNAP
administrators may be unfamiliar with the unique nature of Tribes, so it is critical that they understand
who qualifies as a Tribal citizen for the exception and how they can work with Tribes to ensure all who
qualify receive the exception. Additionally, proper implementation of the categorical exception will
require administrators to adopt federal statutory rules and policies that ensure Tribal citizens are not
overburdened by requirements to verify their Tribal citizenship, resulting in delay or denial of the

exception.



How Did the Harmful Republican Reconciliation Law Impact SNAP?

The July 2025 reconciliation law enacted the largest cuts to SNAP in program history — $187 billion through
2034 (about 20 percent), according to the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) — dramatically raising costs
and reducing food assistance for millions of people.? In a major structural change, the law cut billions in federal
funding for SNAP benefits and required states to backfill the loss, mandating those that exceed a low
payment error rate to fund a portion of the benefit costs (5-15 percent) for the first time in the program’s
history. States that can't make up these massive federal cuts with tax increases or spending cuts will have to
cut SNAP (such as by restricting eligibility or making it harder for people to enroll) or opt out of the program

altogether, increasing statewide poverty, food insecurity, and hunger.

Over time, the law will also cut food assistance benefits for all 40 million participants by restricting future
updates to the Thrifty Food Plan, the basis for SNAP benefits. In addition, the law ends SNAP eligibility for
many people with lawful immigration statuses, including those who have been granted humanitarian
protections, and cuts benefits for about 600,000 low-income households by eliminating an administrative

simplification for calculating utility expenses.

Finally, the law expands SNAP'’s harsh work requirement to apply to more households. The work requirement
limits SNAP benefits for adults to three months out of every three years unless they can show they are
engaged in paid or unpaid work for at least 20 hours per week. Older adults up to age 65, parents whose
youngest child is at least 14 years old, veterans, people experiencing homelessness, and former foster youth
will now need to meet this requirement or be subject to the three-month time limit.> SNAP law excepts certain
individuals from this requirement, such as those who have a child under 14 in the household or those who are
pregnant or disabled. For the first time, Tribal citizens qualify for an exception to the requirement.

2 Congressional Budget Office, “Estimated Budgetary Effects of Public Law 119-21, to Provide for Reconciliation Pursuant

to Title Il of H. Con. Res. 14, Relative to the Budget Enforcement Baseline for Consideration in the Senate,” July 21, 2025,
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/61569.

b Katie Bergh and Dottie Rosenbaum, “Many Low-Income People Will Soon Begin to Lose Food Assistance Under
Republican Megabill,” CBPP, September 10, 2025, https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/many-low-income-
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Tribal Citizens and Access to Food Assistance

Understanding Tribal Citizenship

Tribal citizens are a unique group in the United States because they are both citizens of the United
States and citizens of a sovereign Tribal government with which the United States has a political
relationship. Inclusion in the demographic group is not based on race or ethnicity, but on the relationship
between someone’s Tribe and the United States. In federal Indian law, this relationship is the core of the
federal trust responsibility — an obligation that the United States, as the colonizing power, owes to the

Tribes and their citizens.



The SNAP work requirement exception for Tribal citizens also includes Urban Indians,® a term broadly
used in Tribal policy to describe Tribal citizens who live away from their reservations. While a Tribal
citizen's choice to leave the reservation may be a result of preference or economic necessity, there is a
long history of the United States forcibly removing Tribal children from their families or relocating
families away from their reservation as part of the former, official policy of the United States to terminate
Tribes. These acts have lingering effects, with 87 percent of Tribal citizens still living away from the
reservations of their communities and, as a result, away from the support systems that Tribes are able to

provide.*

State administrators must now be prepared to verify the eligibility of Tribal citizens for the categorical
exception from work requirements, despite many administrators being unfamiliar with the issues

impacting Tribes or not knowing that citizens of federally recognized Tribes live in their states.

SNAP’s Role in the Federal Trust Responsibility to Tribes

The provision of food assistance to Tribes has a long history, dating to the founding of the United
States.® In many cases, this provision of food assistance came after the United States — through force,
treaty, or both — took the lands necessary for Tribes to feed their communities in their traditional ways.
As a result, the United States has an obligation to ensure that it meets the federal trust responsibility as it
relates to nutrition for Tribal citizens. While SNAP and most food assistance programs are broadly
available to people based on need, these programs also partially fulfill the United States’ unique
obligations to Tribes. As with certain other federal programs that require states to carry out a portion of
the federal trust responsibility (like Medicaid), states and other municipalities are sometimes responsible

for the administration of federal programs that benefit Tribes.®

The Exception for Tribal Citizens and How it Must Be
Implemented

Under the new provision of the 2025 reconciliation law, individuals who meet the definition of Indian,
Urban Indian, or Californian Indian under the Indian Health Care Improvement Act are excepted from
SNAP's harsh work requirement.” All citizens of federally recognized Indian Tribes will qualify as “Indians”
under the statutory definition. Relatively few applicants may not be citizens of Indian Tribes but would
qualify as a statutorily defined “Urban Indian” or a “California Indian.” The reconciliation law uses the

following definitions:8

e Indian. An individual is considered an “Indian” if they are a member of an Indian Tribe, band,
nation, or other organized group or community, including Alaska Native villages, groups, or
regional or village corporations established under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, that is
recognized as eligible for federal programs and services provided to Indians because of their
status as Indians.®



e Urban Indian.”° An individual is considered an “Urban Indian” if they reside in an urban center”

and meet at least one of the following:
1. They are a member of a Tribe, band, or other organized group of Indians;
2. They are an Eskimo, Aleut, or other Alaska Native;

3. They are determined to be an Indian under regulations issued by the Secretary of the
Interior; or

4. They are determined to be an Indian under regulations issued by the Secretary of Health
and Human Services.

e California Indian. An individual is considered a “California Indian” if they meet at least one of the

following:
1. They are a member of a federally recognized Indian Tribe;

2. They are a descendant of an Indian who resided in California on June 1, 1852, ? provided
they are a member of the Indian community served by a local Indian Health Service
program and are regarded as an Indian by their community;

3. They are an Indian who holds trust interests in public domain, national forest, or
reservation allotments in California; or

4. They are an Indian of California listed in the plans for distribution of assets of rancherias
and reservations under the Act of August 18,1958, including their descendants.

Best Practices for Verifying Tribal Citizenship and Qualification
for the Exception

Since the categorical exception for Tribal members is new in SNAP administration, many administrators
may be unfamiliar with the nature of Tribal citizenship and what documentation, if any, they should

require for those seeking to recognize their status."

Itis important for administrators to understand that Tribes have sovereign authority to
control their membership rolls, and states cannot require a Tribe to take any verification action
for their citizens or share their tribal rolls. First, as a matter of law, Tribes are sovereign and, unless
Congress says otherwise, states have no ability to regulate Tribes or compel their participation in any
regulatory scheme. Second, as a practical matter, the categorical exception does not require that a
SNAP applicant be a citizen of a Tribe in that state. Since there are currently 575 federally recognized
Indian Tribes across the United States,™ it would be impractical for every Tribe to provide any type of

consistent verification.

States should instead allow Tribal citizens to attest to their Tribal status. If that information is

questionable, SNAP administrators may check Tribal status with Medicaid,"™ which has for years required



the occasional verification of Tribal status, either for the purpose of enrolling the individual in a specific
Medicaid plan for Tribal citizens or to qualify the state for the full federal reimbursement of costs for

services provided at Indian Health Services or Tribal health facilities."”

Some Tribal citizens enrolled in Medicaid may not have their tribal status listed in Medicaid records and
some state SNAP administrators may not be able to access the Medicaid information. If the information
provided by the SNAP applicant or enrollee is questionable and the SNAP caseworker cannot verify Tribal
status through Medicaid records, a state can require some documentary proof of status. These include

documents commonly accepted by state Medicaid agencies:

e A Tribal identification card or enrollment card (not all Tribes issue identification);

e A Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood (CIB or CDIB) issued by the Bureau of Indian Affairs
(BIA);®

e A Tribal census document;
e Any other document identifying affiliation with the Tribe.

For Tribal citizens living in urban areas in particular, seeking support from their Tribal government can be
challenging, especially when an individual is facing hard times or a family crisis. A Tribal citizen who
qualifies for SNAP benefits, for example, may not have the resources or ability to connect with the
administration of their Tribe, which may be across the country, have limited staff capacity, or have a
complex bureaucracy. As a result, allowing individual Tribal citizens to attest to their Tribal status would

ensure the greatest number of Tribal citizens are able to qualify for the categorical exception.



How States Should Verify Tribal Citizenship to
Comply With the Tribal Exception to the SNAP
Work Requirement

Step 1. Use self-attestation to verify
Tribal citizenship

Tribal citizens should have the
opportunity to attest to their
membership in a Tribe without a state
requiring an affidavit or other proof.

If Tribal citizenship status is questionable, then...

If yes, then
exempt from

SNAP work

has to verify Tribal citizenship

States should check information they
already have to verify Tribal
citizenship, including confirming with
the state Medicaid agency.

If no, then...

If yes, then
exempt from

SNAP work

requirement Step 3: Request documentary proof

If a state requires additional proof,
the documentary proof of status
should be no more restrictive than
what the state Medicaid agency
requires.
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