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RE: Proposed Rule: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Requirements for
Able-Bodied Adults without Dependents RIN 0584-AE57

Dear Certification Policy Branch:

As the Philadelphia Department of Prisons, we are writing to express our strong opposition to the
United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Proposed Rule on Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP): Requirements for Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents
(ABAWDs) published in the Federal Register on February 1, 2019. Although the proposed rule
claims to promote economic self-sufficiency, it will disproportionately harm formerly
incarcerated individuals.

The goal of the SNAP program, formerly known as the food stamp program, is to alleviate food
insecurity and combat hunger by offering nutritional assistance to low-income individuals and
families. Currently, federal laws allocate SNAP benefits for no more than three months in a
three-year period to childless unemployed and underemployed adults aged 18 to 50 (referred to
as ABAWDs) who meet certain work or educational requirements. This law currently grants
states flexibility in ameliorating the law’s harsh impact by temporarily waiving the time limit in
areas that have an unemployment rate of over 10 percent or a lack of sufficient jobs.
Additionally, the law allows states to exempt individuals from the time limit by utilizing a pool
of exemptions known as the “15 percent exemption.”



Re: Proposed Rule: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Certification Policy Branch
April 1, 2019 Page 2

USDA’s proposed rule dramatically reduces the states’ discretionary power in administering the
waivers and ends the unlimited carryover of ABAWD percentage exemption. This would
unfairly punish vulnerable individuals for being jobless.

The proposed rule seeks to reduce the SNAP program’s use, which undermines our department’s
goals. Our department strives to not only provide a safe, lawful, and humane correctional
environment, but also to prepare reentering incarcerated persons to become law-abiding citizens.
Each year from 2012 to 2015, about 25,000 people, disproportionately people of color, were
released annually from prison and jail back into the Philadelphia community.' Data on the
national level show that 91 percent of individuals released experience food insecurity, with the
highest rates of insecurity during the first few months following release.” SNAP is critical in not
only providing for basic nutritional needs, but also rehabilitating these individuals. Furthermore,
the entire Philadelphia community benefits from guaranteeing SNAP benefits to formerly
incarcerated individuals. Studies have shown that SNAP can help reduce recidivism by allowing
formerly incarcerated people to make ends meet, which can help reduce the one year re-
incarceration rate of people released from the Philadelphia Department of Prisons, which was
38.1% in Fiscal Year 2018.

In justifying its recommendations, USDA makes problematic assumptions that do not account
for the extraordinary stigmatization and challenges formerly incarcerated individuals endure
when reintegrating into society. The USDA claims that while waivers were appropriate during
the Great Recession, they are no longer necessary, given the decrease in the national
unemployment rate. Since the national unemployment rate has decreased from 9.9 percent in
April 0of 2010 to 3.9 percent in April of 2018, USDA wants to make the waiver criteria more
stringent to allegedly better align with the economic reality.” However, the national
unemployment rate for incarcerated individuals is 27 percent, which is worse than the Great
Depression’s high unemployment rate of 25 percent.” The proposed SNAP changes wrongfully
attribute the inability to secure full time employment to an unwillingness to work. This calculus
clearly does not take into account the insurmountable barriers formerly incarcerated individuals
face. Without job security, these individuals struggle to put food on the table for themselves and
families, further demonstrating the need for SNAP.

Nearly 60 percent of formerly incarcerated Philadelphians are unemployed after one year of
being released, which means that at least 10,000 formerly incarcerated individuals each year
could be penalized by the harsh proposed changes." Formerly incarcerated individuals have
lower educational and literacy rates than the general populace, making it even more difficult for
them to secure employment. Generally, the average offender in Philadelphia prisons has a 10
grade education level, and most can only read at the 7" grade reading level.""

Even with local legislation prohibiting employment discrimination based on a criminal record,
formerly incarcerated Philadelphians face many barriers in securing and maintaining
employment. In addition to the role of low educational attainment rates, the high unemployment
rate for formerly incarcerated individuals is largely caused by structural factors outside their
control, such as employers’ prejudice against people with criminal records. Employers routinely
deny the practice of discrimination against people with criminal records. However, people with



Re: Proposed Rule: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Certification Policy Branch
April 1,2019 Page 3

criminal records get a callback for jobs at half the rate of people without records, which suggests
a discrepancy between what employers say and actually practice.*!!! In addition, studies suggest
that formerly incarcerated individuals of color have an even lower chance of becoming
employed. Implicit racial discrimination is yet another structural barrier outside of these
individuals’ locus of control. The majority of formerly incarcerated individuals will have trouble
obtaining and retaining fulltime employment overall, let alone in three months. For the minority
who find jobs, they typically receive an income that places them well below the poverty line,
which makes SNAP benefits even more critical. X

For the sake of the individuals, and the community as a whole, we must recognize the additional
hurdles formerly incarcerated Philadelphians must overcome when reentering into society.
Instead of developing policies that punish them for their past, we should create policies that help
rehabilitate and reintegrate them into society. Therefore, the Philadelphia Department of Prisons
urges USDA to rescind the Proposed Rule for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP): Requirements for Able-Bodied Adults without Dependents RIN 0584-AE57.

Very be

Blanche Carney, MSS, CCM
Commissioner
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