November 27, 2019
SNAP Certification Policy Branch,
Program Development Division
Food and Nutrition Services
3101 Park Center Drive
U.S. Department of Agriculture
Alexandria, VA 22302
Re: Notice of Proposed Rule Making Regarding Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) Standardization of State Heating and Cooling
Standard Utility Allowances –
RIN 0584-AE69
Submitted via Regulations.gov
Dear SNAP Certification Policy Branch:
Justice in Aging writes in opposition to USDA’s proposed changes to the utility
allowances as set out in USDA’s Notice of Proposed Rule regarding Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Standardization of State Heating and Cooling
Standard Utility Allowances. According to the Department’s own estimates, the
proposed rule would result in a $4.5 billion cut in SNAP benefits over five years. These
changes would exacerbate the struggles many low-income seniors already have paying
for the costs of both food and utilities, and would negatively impact their health and
well-being.
Justice in Aging is a national nonprofit legal advocacy organization that fights senior
poverty through law. We are committed to ensuring access to social safety net programs
on which elderly populations rely, such as Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security, and
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), as well as SNAP. Our work focuses especially on
older adult populations that have been marginalized and excluded from justice, such as
women, people of color, LGBTQ individuals, and people with disabilities. We regularly
work to highlight and address the needs of low-income older adults.
SNAP plays a critical role in addressing hunger and food insecurity. Nationally, over 10
million older adults face the threat of hunger each year. SNAP is the largest national
program to address food insecurity, with 4.8 million older adults across the country
receiving SNAP benefits each month.

In addition, over 4 million non-elderly people with disabilities receive SNAP, a number
that increases to about 11 million when you count those with a disability who are not
“officially” counted because they do not receive disability benefits.1
Under current law, SNAP takes into account the utility expenses of each SNAP
household. States adjust household benefits based on a state-specific Standard Utility
Allowance (SUA) calculated by the state and approved by USDA. The current policy
allows variances in SUAs to accommodate for differences in utility costs, and allows
states flexibility in how they calculate those costs. The proposed rule would standardize
and cap SUA calculations across the country based on survey data.
The proposed rule does not adequately explain USDA’s rationale for capping the largest
of the SUA components by calibrating it to utility expense survey data for those no
higher than the 80th percentile of low-income people. Nor does it adequately justify
capping other SUA components. USDA’s own research has found that 22 states had
SUAs that met or exceeded the 85th percentile estimates, indicating the need for higher
SUAs in some states than would be allowed under the proposed rule.
Because of how SNAP benefits are calculated, a disproportionate number of older adults
and people with disabilities will be affected by the proposed rule. These households can
utilize the uncapped Excess Shelter Deduction; given the high shelter costs of living in
certain states where older adults are more likely to reside, such as California and New
York, these households will suffer greater benefit reductions, or the loss of SNAP
eligibility all together, in greater rates than the overall population of SNAP households.
The Administration concedes that the proposed rule would cause 19 percent of SNAP
households to get lower SNAP monthly benefits, would disproportionately impact
elderly people and people with disabilities, and would cause a national net cut to SNAP
benefits amounting to $4.5 billion over five years.

Low-income older adults2 and people with disabilities3 already face difficulties trying to
afford the cost of food in addition to paying for their housing and utilities. Older adults
are one of the few groups in recent years to see an increase in the number of people in
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poverty.4 In addition, homelessness is increasing among elderly adults.5 The
consequences of food insecurity are significant, and can lead to health declines and
greater risk of hospitalization.6 When living on fixed incomes, older adults and people
with disabilities find it more and more difficult to cover rising utility costs. They also
may use devices or medical equipment, such as motorized wheelchairs, breathing
apparatus, or other life-saving devices, that consume more energy than average. Older
adults and people with disabilities also face an increased energy burden in rural
communities. The median energy burden of rural elderly households is 44% higher than
that of non-elderly rural households.7
USDA should be strengthening the positive impacts of SNAP benefits for the health,
well-being, and economic activity of those who receive them, not making cuts to SNAP
benefits that harm older adults and people with disabilities. Justice in Aging strongly
opposes the proposed rule and requests that USDA withdraw it and work with states to
improve their SUA’s under the existing flexibility allowed by the existing regulations.
Sincerely,

Tracey Gronniger
Director, Economic Security
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