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September 22, 2026 By Gbenga Ajilore  

Trump, Congressional Republican Agenda Has 
Harmed Rural Communities 

Policies adopted by the Trump Administration and Republicans in Congress have adversely impacted 
individuals and families living in rural communities, along with millions of other people across the country. 
Policies that supporters claimed would advance rural prosperity, such as the harmful 2025 Republican 
reconciliation law, the Administration’s chaotic and haphazard tariff regime, and its violent and costly 
immigrant deportation and detention campaign, have instead made life more difficult for rural residents.  

The reconciliation law cut nearly $200 billion from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) and more than $1 trillion from Medicaid and the Affordable Care Act (ACA) marketplaces. At the 
same time, it extended the expiring 2017 tax cuts, which provide the biggest gains to the wealthy, but did 
not extend the expiring premium tax credit 
enhancements, which helped families afford 
marketplace health coverage.1 Considering the law as 
a whole, households with the lowest incomes will end 
up worse off — they will lose significantly more from 
the cuts in health care and food assistance than they 
will gain from the tax cuts — while the wealthiest 
households will be better off, according to the 
Congressional Budget Office.2 

The reconciliation law hurts rural communities 
disproportionately because a larger share of rural 
residents have low incomes and experience material 
hardship than urban residents; rural residents also 
are more likely to receive health coverage through 
Medicaid and food assistance through SNAP. Fully 
85 percent of the nation’s counties that are 
persistently poor have entirely rural populations.3 
Households in rural areas are over-represented at 
the lower end of the income spectrum and under-
represented at the top. (See Figure 1.) The 
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reconciliation law — with its tax cuts tilted to the top and its cuts in Medicaid and SNAP — will worsen 
these inequities. 

The reconciliation law is being implemented in an environment where prices are rising due to the 
Administration’s tariffs and the war with Iran. Thus far in 2026, overall inflation has outpaced average 
wage growth, and both inflation measures — the Consumer Price Index and the Personal Consumption 
Expenditures Price Index — are over 3 percent, well above the Federal Reserve’s 2 percent target.4 
Inflation especially hurts households with low or moderate incomes, many of whom are already struggling 
with the reconciliation law’s cuts to health care and food assistance. A study by the Budget Lab at Yale 
found that together, the reconciliation law and the tariffs will leave households with incomes in the 
bottom 70 percent worse off.5 (See Figure 2.) 

FIGURE 2 

 
 

Adding to the damage from higher prices and cuts in food assistance and health care, rural communities 
are also being harmed by the Administration’s cruel and violent immigration deportation and detention 
campaign. People who are immigrants play an essential role in mitigating rural population loss, 
strengthening rural labor markets, and revitalizing civic life in rural communities. 
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Recent Tax Changes Will Do Little for Rural Residents 

The reconciliation law extends the expiring individual tax cuts in the 2017 Trump tax law and adds new tax 
cuts on top, such as increasing the amount that heirs of the largest estates can receive tax-free and 
adding highly skewed corporate tax breaks. Households with incomes in the top 1 percent will receive tax 
cuts over three times the size of those for households with incomes in the bottom 60 percent, measured 
as a share of after-tax income. And the 1.2 million households with annual incomes above $1 million 
(roughly the top 0.6 percent) will receive more total tax cuts than the 127 million households with incomes 
below $100,000.6  

This skewed distribution means that rural communities, which generally have lower incomes than urban 
areas, will benefit relatively little from the tax cuts — and this is before taking the impact of the SNAP and 
Medicaid cuts into account.  

Republicans in Congress and supporters of the law argue that certain tax provisions in the reconciliation 
law benefit rural areas, in particular its tax breaks related to the estate tax and “Opportunity Zones.”7 But 
those arguments don’t hold up under scrutiny.  

Claims that the law’s extension and expansion of previous cuts in the estate tax will help family farmers 
are highly misleading. Under prior law, only 0.3 percent of farm households or 141 estates owed any estate 
tax, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).8 And no small farm or small business (those 
with farm or business assets of $5 million or less) paid any estate tax in 2023, the Tax Policy Center 
estimated.9 The reconciliation law increased the amount that a wealthy couple can exempt from the 
estate tax — and thus pass on to their heirs tax free — to $30 million. That’s $1.7 million more than the 
exemption would have been under a simple extension of the 2017 tax law. As a result of this change, the 
number of estates owing tax will shrink further, thereby further enriching wealthy families without any 
added benefit for the vast majority of farm households.10  

Similarly, the reconciliation law’s changes to the Opportunity Zone tax break likely won’t help rural areas or 
residents significantly. As established under the 2017 tax law, the tax break lets investors defer capital 
gains taxes by “rolling” those gains into funds that invest in designated low-income areas, called 
Opportunity Zones; investors who keep their investments in the funds for at least five years also get a 10 
percent capital gains exemption (plus extra tax breaks if the investments are held longer). Under the 
2025 reconciliation law, investors who put their gains in funds that primarily invest in rural census tracts 
get a 30 percent capital gains exemption. They also benefit from weakened requirements to improve rural 
property: in general, Opportunity Zone funds must “substantially improve” — that is, make major 
investments in — assets they buy, like real estate, but funds that primarily invest in rural areas only have to 
invest half as much in asset improvements as is required in other Opportunity Zones. 

Adding extra benefits for investment in rural census tracts does not fix the Opportunity Zone tax break’s 
major flaws, which result from its failure to target investment to the places and people that need the most 
help.11 Because the incentive is structured as a capital gains tax break, the largest benefits will continue to 
go to the projects with the highest financial returns — likely in rapidly growing, primarily urban areas.  
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This is consistent with research on the 2017 law’s Opportunity Zone provision. While investment did 
increase in designated zones,12 much of the investment went to census tracts that had greater pre-
existing private investment, rather than higher-need areas with the lowest-income residents.13 

SNAP Cuts, Cost Shifts Could End SNAP Entirely in Rural Areas 

The reconciliation law’s cuts in food assistance will increase poverty, food insecurity, and hunger, including 
among children — and the impact could be particularly severe in rural areas. Some 8.1 million rural 
residents received food assistance through SNAP in an average month of fiscal year 2024.14 The share of 
residents receiving SNAP is higher in rural areas (13.8 percent) than in urban areas (11.4 percent).15  

While many of the law‘s SNAP cuts are still phasing in, SNAP participation nationwide has already fallen by 
roughly 5 million people (12 percent) between the law’s July 2025 enactment and May 2026 (the latest 
month available as of the date of this report). We estimate that well over 1.5 million fewer children are 
receiving SNAP nationwide, based on available data from 25 states.16 

The reconciliation law takes away food assistance, in part, by expanding SNAP’s harsh work requirement, 
which previously applied to most non-elderly, non-disabled adults without children in their homes but now 
also applies to adults with children aged 14 and older and adults ages 55 to 64. The law also ends 
exemptions for veterans, people experiencing homelessness, and young people who recently aged out of 
foster care. People subject to the requirement can only receive food benefits for three months in a 36-
month period unless they can document they are working at least 20 hours per week or can prove, 
through a red-tape-laden process, that they qualify for an exemption (such as a physical limitation that 
prevents them from working).17  

Meeting work requirements can be especially difficult in rural communities, where unemployment is 
generally higher, jobs are often farther away and harder to reach (particularly since public transportation 
tends to be less robust), and high-speed internet access is more limited.18 Plus, the reconciliation law 
makes it harder for states to exempt a community from SNAP work requirements if jobs there are scarce; 
while volunteering counts toward the requirement, volunteer opportunities often are less available and 
accessible in rural areas.19  

In addition, the most common area of employment in rural areas is the service sector,20 where work hours 
are often uncertain and volatile.21 Rural workers risk losing food assistance if they cannot get enough work 
hours consistently to meet the law’s stringent requirements. 

Another piece of the reconciliation law, the requirement that most states pay part of the cost of SNAP 
benefits starting in 2027, will also adversely affect rural states. The amount states will be required to pay 
will depend on their “error rate,” which measures the accuracy of each state’s eligibility and benefit 
determinations and largely reflects unintentional mistakes by state agencies and households. We estimate 
that states will face a collective bill of roughly $9 billion the first year this requirement is in effect, with 
nearly half of states required to pay $100 million or more to sustain SNAP.22  
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States that are unable or unwilling to pay these costs could end their SNAP programs entirely, leaving 
children, seniors, workers, people with disabilities, parents, and veterans without access to food 
assistance. Conservative-leaning states and those with fewer resources — including many states with large 
rural populations — may be more likely than other states to end or sharply scale back their SNAP programs 
as a result of these new cost burdens. 

A large decline in the number of SNAP participants due to work requirements and cost shifts would also 
hurt the retailers that serve them. These retailers range from national retail chains to small, locally owned 
businesses such as private groceries, convenience stores, and farm stands. For locally owned small 
businesses, SNAP can be an important revenue source — particularly in higher-poverty areas, where 
SNAP purchases can account for a significant share of a retailer’s total sales. One analysis found that rural 
counties make up 77 percent of all counties where retailers are at greatest risk of harm from SNAP cuts 
due to their high SNAP participation and low number of SNAP retailers.23  

SNAP plays an especially important role in the economy during downturns. Every $1 in additional spending 
on SNAP benefits in a slowing economy generates $1.54 in economic activity as households use their 
benefits to shop at local grocery stores and supermarkets, spurring new spending throughout local 
economies across the country and supporting jobs throughout the food supply chain.24 A weakened 
SNAP program will be less able to support rural economies in the next recession.  

Health Care Cuts Will Hurt Rural Residents and Hospitals 

Rural residents need health coverage that they can use to access the care they need, when they need it, 
from the full range of providers in their communities — including primary care doctors at community 
clinics and rural hospitals. Coverage gives enrollees agency to choose their providers and stabilizes the 
full provider network by paying providers when people access care. Coverage is also crucial for the 
financial viability of rural hospitals. Hospitals in the most vulnerable communities, like those experiencing 
persistent poverty in rural counties, are more likely to experience financial distress.25  

Uninsured rates in rural areas have fallen substantially under the ACA, as millions of rural residents have 
obtained coverage through Medicaid (including the ACA Medicaid expansion) and the ACA marketplaces. 
More than 12 million rural residents — including 47 percent of children in rural areas — receive health care 
through Medicaid, which financed nearly half of all births in rural areas in 2023.26 Just under 3 million 
marketplace enrollees in the 32 states using HealthCare.gov in 2026 lived in rural areas.27 The 
reconciliation law, however, imposes a harsh new work requirement that takes Medicaid away from adults 
who can’t meet its conditions or paperwork burdens, including people who are between jobs and people 
who should be exempt but get caught in bureaucratic red tape. It also creates incentives for states to 
further restrict access to health coverage and care.28  

In addition, the law makes many immigrants with lawful statuses who previously were eligible for Medicaid, 
the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), ACA marketplace coverage, and Medicare ineligible for 
coverage through these programs, including refugees, asylees, and others with humanitarian protections.  
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Overall, rural hospitals may be particularly vulnerable to Medicaid cuts because they tend to rely more on 
Medicaid funding, operate with thinner margins, and face greater risk of closure.29 

The ACA’s Medicaid expansion has not only improved health coverage in rural areas but also provided a 
lifeline for rural hospitals and other providers, keeping them afloat by reducing the uncompensated costs 
they incur from serving uninsured residents.30  

Now all of that is at risk due to the severe cuts in the reconciliation law. Like the law’s SNAP work 
requirements, its Medicaid work requirements will disproportionately harm rural workers and families in 
states that have adopted the expansion. Unemployment is higher in rural areas and jobs are often farther 
away and harder to reach,31 making it more difficult for rural residents to meet the work requirement.32  

The reconciliation law includes a five-year Rural Health Transformation Program (RHTP) that’s meant to 
mitigate the harm to rural communities from the health care cuts. But the program’s $50 billion in one-
time funding pales in comparison to the permanent Medicaid cuts, which total more than $900 billion 
over ten years — about $137 billion of which will impact rural areas, according to KFF.33  

While some states are using RHTP funds in thoughtful ways, implementation is proving difficult and the 
money is not reaching some of the most at-risk communities.34 For instance, states are limited in how they 
can use the funds to support struggling rural hospitals. 35 To meet the terms of the grant, some states are 
cutting services such as dialysis or labor and delivery or converting hospitals into Rural Emergency 
Hospitals, which offer no in-patient care.36 Ultimately, the fund will neither replace affordable health care 
nor offset the large-scale reductions in federal funding from the reconciliation law’s other provisions.37  

On top of enacting the harmful reconciliation law, Congress failed to renew the premium tax credit 
enhancements that helped working families afford marketplace coverage in recent years. Their expiration 
at the end of 2025 has driven up families’ premium costs across the country.  

Many people have shifted towards skimpier plans with lower premiums but are now facing higher 
deductibles and other out-of-pocket costs.38 Many others have dropped coverage entirely as 
unaffordable: in 2026, 1.2 million fewer people selected marketplace plans than in 2025. 39 Enrollment fell 
more than twice as much in rural areas — by 10 percent (roughly 300,000 people) — as in non-rural areas, 
which declined by 4 percent.40 (See Figure 3.) The enrollment declines have only grown during 2026, to 
nearly 3 million so far.41  
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FIGURE 3 

 

Tariffs, Iran War Adding to Economic Pressure on Rural Areas 

The Trump Administration’s sweeping tariffs have imposed large burdens on rural residents, including 
farmers and small businesses. Research shows that U.S. businesses have borne around 90 percent of the 
tariffs, some of which they have passed on to consumers.42 Tariffs are harming the agricultural sector of 
the economy, raising the prices that farmers must pay for inputs like fertilizer and farm equipment made 
with imported steel and aluminum.  

Tariffs have been an ongoing focus of this Administration. On April 2, 2025, the President announced a 
wide-ranging tariff scheme imposing a minimum tariff rate of 10 percent on over 70 countries. When the 
market reacted negatively, he postponed many of these tariffs and backtracked on several others. This 
was indicative of how tariffs would proceed through the rest of 2025. Adding to the volatility, the 
President repeatedly threatened tariffs in response to outside issues, such as disputes over control of 
Greenland.43 On February 20, 2026, the Supreme Court struck down the President’s use of the 
International Economic Emergency Powers Act to impose tariffs in April 2025, but the President has 
continued imposing broadly similar tariffs using different authorities (though these moves face further 
legal challenges). 44 

Further, the war in Iran is pushing up prices for already strained farmers, with higher costs for fertilizer and 
energy on top of the tariffs. Gas prices have been rising throughout 2026 due to the closure of the Strait 
of Hormuz. Rural households are disproportionately harmed by higher gas prices because they tend to 
have higher rates of vehicle ownership, longer commutes, and less access to public transit than urban 
households.45 Diesel prices are going up as well, which impacts inputs like agricultural machinery. In 
addition, since one-third of the world’s fertilizer supply goes through the Strait, its closure has also raised 
fertilizer prices. In short, the combination of the Administration’s tariff policies and the Iran war is 
significantly driving up the cost of gas, food, and energy for rural families, as well as the rest of the 
country. 



 8 

Anti-Immigrant Campaign Weakens Rural Communities 

The Trump Administration is relentlessly pursuing a multi-tiered effort aimed at reducing the number of 
immigrants in the United States. This has included sweeping efforts to curtail lawful immigration through 
travel bans,46 the decimation of the refugee program,47 and the systematic termination of Temporary 
Protected Status and other forms of humanitarian protection.48 The Administration has also poured 
billions into a large and often violent detention and deportation apparatus that is separating families49 and 
violating the legal and constitutional rights of many immigrants50 and others51 who get swept up by 
this cruel dragnet.  

In addition, the Administration has engaged in a variety of policies and actions aimed at discouraging or 
otherwise obstructing immigrants and their families from accessing vital benefits they need and for which 
they are eligible. Agencies have shared personal data collected on benefit applications and tax forms with 
the Department of Homeland Security to support its mass deportation efforts;52 they also have sought to 
restrict access to vital services that, for decades, both Republican and Democratic administrations have 
interpreted as open to eligible members of the public regardless of immigration status.53 These actions 
threaten to undo immigrants’ many contributions to rural economies and communities, alongside other 
harmful impacts.  

People who are immigrants have played a key role in repopulating and revitalizing rural communities, 
where population growth began slowing in the early 1990s and population actually declined in the 2010s.54  
Annual deaths in nonmetro counties have exceeded annual births since 2017,55 so any population growth 
(or reduction in population decline) must come from more people moving into rural communities — 
including immigrants — than moving out. This has been the case in the 2020s, where the nonmetro 
population has been increasing due to migration.56 One study found that 78 percent of the rural places 
where population declined starting in 1990 would have experienced a greater decline if not for 
immigrants.57 Another study found that in most rural counties with positive net annual migration between 
2022 and 2024, it was driven entirely by newly arriving immigrants.58 

Immigrants’ positive impact on rural areas goes much further than mitigating population loss.59 
Immigrants help fill labor shortages, bring skills needed in rural labor markets, and contribute to the local 
economy by spending, starting new businesses, and paying taxes. Immigrants make up the largest share 
of employment in the construction, agriculture, and accommodation and food services industries, which 
are prevalent in rural areas; more than 1 in 4 rural agriculture workers — 28 percent of them — are 
immigrants. 60 In addition, immigrants are an important part of the rural health care workforce, which faces 
severe shortages. Immigrants account for 14 percent of physicians in rural areas, well above their 5 
percent share of the overall rural workforce.61 This contribution will become increasingly vital as the rural 
population ages and the demand for health care workers rises.  

Beyond strengthening the rural workforce, many immigrants who move into rural communities open 
businesses and revitalize “main streets.” Immigrants are more likely than U.S.-born workers to own 
businesses and are more likely to own “main street” businesses (storefront institutions like grocery stores, 
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nail salons, gas stations, and restaurants).62 Immigrants also contribute to the civic life of rural places, as 
well as to community safety.63  

For rural areas, the Administration’s anti-immigrant campaign will likely mean fewer workers, fewer people 
starting new businesses, and fewer people supporting local economies and adding to local communities.  

 

Federal Workforce Cuts Undermine Service for Rural Residents 

Upon taking office, the Trump Administration began rapidly cutting the federal workforce without 
congressional approval, causing disruptions and slowdowns in services ranging from repairing infrastructure 
damage from hurricanes to removing lead contamination from public schools to answering questions from 
Social Security beneficiaries. This severe retrenchment in federal capacity — generally unaccompanied by any 
clear plan on how to maintain the programs and services that these workers administer and that Congress 
continues to support — has been radical in both size and speed.a And rural areas are feeling some of the 
biggest impacts. 

A prominent example is the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), with agencies and programs focused on 
serving rural households and farming communities. USDA, excluding the Forest Service, lost over 25 percent 
of its workforce between January 2025 and May 2026, and the Forest Service has lost 8 percent of its 
employees over the past 12 months, after accounting for seasonal adjustments.b USDA expects these staffing 
losses to grow in response to the agency’s reorganization plan, which is forcing thousands of employees to 
relocate across the country or leave.c   

In addition, Rural Development, the USDA mission area serving rural communities, lost 38 percent of its 
workforce in the Administration’s first 12 months.d The first Trump Administration downgraded the position of 
Undersecretary for Rural Development, suggesting a lack of support for the mission area as a whole.e   

In federal agencies, the recent closure of local field offices and loss of staff who administer programs and 
interact with residents have harmed rural communities and residents.f At the Social Security Administration, 
for example, staff losses have undermined customer service, contributing to long phone wait times and 
lengthy waits for appointments.g These problems pose particularly large challenges for elderly rural residents 
who have struggled with the agency’s shift to online service delivery.h  

a Kiran Rachamallu and Devin O’ Connor, “Administration’s Radical Personnel Cuts Bypassed Congress and Lacked 
Transparency, Obscuring impact on Public Services,” CBPP, January 15, 2026, https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-
budget/administrations-radical-personnel-cuts-bypassed-congress-and-lacked. 
b Office of Personnel Management, “Federal Workforce Data,” accessed on July 20, 2026, https://data.opm.gov/. 
c Jory Heckman, “USDA expects ‘significant number’ of staff facing relocation to leave their jobs,” Federal News 
Network, July 2, 2026, https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2026/07/usda-expects-significant-number-of-
staff-facing-relocation-to-leave-their-jobs/.   
d Office of Personnel Management, op. cit. 
e National Association of Counties, “Administration Eliminates USDA Rural Development Undersecretary,” May 15, 2017, 
https://www.naco.org/articles/administration-eliminates-usda-rural-development-undersecretary . 
f Rebekah Alvey, “Rural Development Experts Warn Against USDA Cuts at Local Offices,” Civil Eats, September 19, 2025, 
https://civileats.com/2025/09/19/rural-development-experts-warn-against-usda-cuts-at-local-offices/. 
g Kathleen Romig, “New Data Show Social Security Staff Cuts Harm Service Delivery in Every State,” CBPP, June 3, 2026, 
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/new-data-show-social-security-staff-cuts-harm-service-delivery-in-every-state. 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/administrations-radical-personnel-cuts-bypassed-congress-and-lacked
https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/administrations-radical-personnel-cuts-bypassed-congress-and-lacked
https://data.opm.gov/
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2026/07/usda-expects-significant-number-of-staff-facing-relocation-to-leave-their-jobs/
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2026/07/usda-expects-significant-number-of-staff-facing-relocation-to-leave-their-jobs/
https://www.naco.org/articles/administration-eliminates-usda-rural-development-undersecretary
https://civileats.com/2025/09/19/rural-development-experts-warn-against-usda-cuts-at-local-offices/
https://www.cbpp.org/blog/new-data-show-social-security-staff-cuts-harm-service-delivery-in-every-state
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