
 

 
 
 
April 9, 2018 

  
Ms. Sasha Gersten-Paal 
SNAP Program Development Division 
Food and Nutrition Service 
United States Department of Agriculture 
3101 Park Center Drive, Rm 812 
Alexandria, Virginia 22302 
 
Dear Ms. Gersten-Paal: 
  
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on USDA’s Advanced Notice on requirements and 
services for Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents (ABAWDs).   
  
The Food Is Medicine Coalition is a volunteer coalition of medically tailored food and nutrition 
service providers who feed people in communities across the country who are too sick to shop or 
cook for themselves. In addition to their burden of poverty, FIMC clients are equally burdened 
by their chronic and severe illnesses and lack of mobility. For our clients, the normal activities of 
daily living are wholly exacerbated by illness. Clients are unable to shop, cook or even eat the 
food offered by many other emergency food providers. Many clients are unemployed due to 
illness and most are unable to ambulate for all but the shortest distance. While our programs of 
medically tailored home-delivered nutrition are the only answer for people in this extreme 
condition, prior to coming on our program, most of our clients depended on SNAP to meet their 
nutritional needs.  
 
While limited in their activities of daily living, and often prevented from working by their severe 
illnesses, many of our clients met the above description of Able-Bodied Adults Without 
Dependents (ABAWDs). Imagine limiting the eligibility of this high-risk, high-cost population, 
when we know that food insecurity is a source of chronic stress that has consequences for 
immunological functioning and mental health. Food insecurity is also a major factor in reduced 
adherence to medical treatments and SNAP is the first line of defense against hunger for so 
many.  It is our stance that the 3-month time limit be eliminated because this policy has cut off 
food assistance to so many in our community who are in need just because they are unable to 
find, or to work, a reliable 20-hour-a-week job. 
  
Federal law limits SNAP eligibility for childless unemployed and underemployed adults age 18-
50 (except for those who are exempt) to just three months out of every three years unless they 
are able to obtain and maintain an average of 20 hours a week of employment. This rule is harsh 
and unfair. It harms vulnerable people by denying them food benefits at a time when they most 
need it and it does not result in increased employment and earnings. At least 500,000 low-
income individuals nationwide lost SNAP in 2016 due to the time limit. This put their food 
security at risk and undermined their overall health. 
  
SNAP is first and foremost a nutrition assistance program. An emerging body of research has 
documented the wide range of health benefits that participation in SNAP provides. As an 
organization that works to improve the health of low-income Americans, we see first-hand the 
important benefits that come from participating in SNAP. In fact, SNAP participation is a 
critical way to reach low-income Americans, through education (both SNAP-Ed and community 
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health initiatives) and incentives for healthy purchases. We urge USDA to find ways to keep this 
vulnerable population connected to basic food assistance.  
  
While this request for comment asks for suggestions on how to improve the time limit we are 
concerned that the Administration seeks only to further restrict this benefit: by expanding the 
scope of the cutoff and by eliminating the little flexibility states have to limit the damage of the 
rule. The Department’s stance on the time limit is not one that our organization shares. USDA’s 
budget has proposed making the time limit harsher by repealing states’ flexibility to exempt 
certain individuals and most high unemployment areas from the time limit and exposing more 
people to this punitive policy.  
 
We strongly oppose any administrative action by USDA that would expose more people to this 
cutoff policy. Under the law, states have the flexibility to waive areas within the state that have 
experienced elevated unemployment. The waiver rules are reasonable, transparent, and 
manageable for states to operationalize. Any change that would restrict, impede, or add 
uncertainty to our state’s current ability to waive areas with elevated unemployment must not be 
pursued. 
  
The request for comment also seems to suggest that potential improvements to other aspects of 
the time limit policy, such as individual exemption policy, would justify weakening states’ 
flexibility to waive the time limit in areas with elevated unemployment. This logic is unfounded.  
Put simply, there is no justification for weakening current waiver rules and exposing more 
vulnerable people to this SNAP eligibility cutoff.  
  
Reaching medically underserved populations has always been our priority. Our programs serve 
communities that experience the greatest health care disparities, namely low-income 
households, immigrants and communities of color. The only action we encourage USDA to take 
with respect to this time limit rule that impacts Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents is to 
propose its elimination. Restoring SNAP’s ability to provide food assistance to impoverished 
unemployed people would be a powerful policy improvement that would reduce food insecurity 
among those seeking work.  
  
Sincerely, 
  

 
 

Karen Pearl 

Co-Convener of the Food Is Medicine Coalition 

President & CEO, God’s Love We Deliver, Inc.   
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