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U SDA oversees a number of
food-assistance programs
whose goals are to provide

people with access to a more nutri-
tious diet, to improve the eating
habits of the Nation’s children, and
to help America’s farmers by pro-
viding an outlet to distribute foods
purchased under commodity price-
support programs (see box on do-
mestic food-assistance programs).
For the first 6 months of fiscal 1996
(October 1995-March 1996), USDA
spent $19.7 billion on food-assis-
tance programs. Expenditures were
0.5 percent lower than the same pe-
riod in fiscal 1995 (table 1). If the
trend is found to have continued for
the entire year, it would mark the
first decrease in annual total food-
assistance program expenditures
since fiscal 1982 (fig. 1). However,
the rate of change in expenditures
for individual food-assistance pro-
grams varied greatly, with some
programs expanding and others de-
creasing significantly.

Most of USDA’s food-assistance
programs are administered by
USDA’s Food and Consumer Service
(FCS), which works in partnership
with the States. The Federal Govern-
ment is generally responsible for
food costs for the programs and

shares administrative costs with the
States. States determine eligibility to
participate in the programs and de-
liver services. 

Food Stamp-Related
Programs Decrease

There are two food stamp-related
programs: the Food Stamp Program,
the single largest food-assistance
program, and the much smaller Nu-
trition Assistance Programs for
Puerto Rico and the Northern Mari-
anas. Combined expenditures for
these programs totaled $12.9 billion,
or almost two-thirds of all food-

assistance program expenditures
during the first half of fiscal 1996.
This was a decrease of almost 2 per-
cent from the same period in fiscal
1995. 

Expenditures for the Food Stamp
Program depend largely on the num-
ber of participants and the cost of
the actual food assistance. (In recent
years, the Federal share of State ad-
ministrative costs and other costs,
such as printing and processing the
coupons, typically accounted for
only 7 percent of total program
costs.) Program expenditures for the
first half of fiscal 1996 totaled $12.3
billion, a decrease of almost 2 per-
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cent over the same period the previ-
ous year. This drop was largely be-
cause of decreased participation in
the program. It fell from an average
27 million people per month during
the first half of 1995 to 25.9 million
during the first half of 1996. Partici-
pation for each month of the first
half of fiscal 1996 was lower than in
the same month in fiscal 1995 (fig.
2). In turn, each month of fiscal 1995
was lower than the same month of
fiscal 1994, when food stamp partici-
pation reached its highest level since
the program began. This decline is

largely a result of the country’s im-
proving economy. The declining
participation levels more than offset
the increase in average benefits from
$71.71 per month per person during
the first half of 1995 to $73.41 per
month during the first half of 1996.

Combined grants for the Nutrition
Assistance Programs in Puerto Rico
and the Northern Marianas totaled
$573 million during the first 6
months of fiscal 1996, an increase of
1 percent over the same period the
previous year.

Child Nutrition Programs
Grew Slightly

The child nutrition programs—the
National School Lunch, School
Breakfast, Child and Adult Care
Food, Summer Food Service, and
Special Milk Programs—provide nu-
tritious meals and snacks to children
in public and nonprofit private
schools, childcare institutions, cer-
tain adult daycare centers, and sum-
mer recreation programs. Together,
expenditures for these programs
were $4.7 billion for the first half of
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Table 1
Food-Assistance Program Outlays Down Slightly in First Half of Fiscal 1996

Fiscal 1995 expenditures First half fiscal 1996 expenditures
Program Total October- April- October- Change from first

March September March half of fiscal 1995

Million dollars Million dollars Percent

Food stamp-related programs 25,756.0 13,074.3 12,681.7 12,871.8 -1.5
Food Stamp Program 24,621.8 12,507.2 12,114.6 12,298.5 -1.7
Nutrition Assistance Programs 1,134.2 567.1 567.1 573.3 1.1

Child nutrition programs1 8,019.9 4,681.7 3,338.2 4,726.1 .9
National School Lunch 5,160.2 3,253.7 1,906.5 3,278.5 .8
School Breakfast 1,048.2 635.8 412.4 663.1 4.3
Child and Adult Care Food 1,463.9 746.8 717.1 771.4 3.3
Summer Food Service 236.9 5.4 231.5 4.1 -25.0
Special Milk 17.0 9.3 7.7 9.0 -3.2

Supplemental food programs 3,529.1 1,710.1 1,819.0 1,817.9 6.3
WIC 3,429.9 1,659.3 1,770.6 1,770.8 6.7
Commodity Supplemental 
Food Program 98.3 50.8 47.5 47.1 -7.3

Food donation programs 417.4 226.7 190.7 147.8 -34.8
Food Distribution on
Indian Reservations 64.9 30.9 34.0 32.0 3.6

Nutrition Program for the Elderly 150.7 81.5 69.2 70.8 -13.1
Disaster Feeding 2.3 .8 1.5 .4 -50.0
TEFAP 89.0 52.2 36.8 15.4 -70.5
Charitable Institutions
and Summer Camps 64.0 36.0 28.0 8.7 -75.8

Soup Kitchens and Food Banks 45.6 25.3 20.3 20.5 -19.0

All programs2 37,843.9 19,749.7 18,094.2 19,652.0 -.5

Notes:  1Includes Federal share of state administration expenses. 2Includes food program administration expenses. Source: USDA, Food
and Consumer Service.



fiscal 1996, a 1-percent increase over
the same period in fiscal 1995.

The largest of the child nutrition
programs, the National School Lunch
Program, served an average of 24.1
million meals per day during the
first half of fiscal 1996, a 1-percent
increase over the first 6 months of
the previous year. Expenditures also
increased 1 percent to $3.3 billion
over the same period.

Serving an average of 6.1 million
meals per day during the first half
of fiscal 1996, the School Breakfast
Program is much smaller than the
School Lunch Program. However,
the program’s rapid expansion con-
tinued into 1996, as total meals
served increased by 2 percent and
total expenditures increased by 4
percent for the first 6 months of fis-

cal 1996 over the same period in fis-
cal 1995.

Expenditures for the Child and
Adult Care Food Program during the
first half of fiscal 1996 increased by 3
percent, and the number of meals
served increased by 1 percent com-
pared with the first half of fiscal 1995.

Although the Summer Food Ser-
vice’s expenditures decreased by 25
percent in the first half of fiscal 1996
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The Federal Government admin-
isters a network of food- and nutri-
tion-assistance programs that helps
ensure that everybody, regardless of
income, has access to an adequate
and nutritious diet. Four pro-
grams—the Food Stamp Program,
the National School Lunch Program,
the School Breakfast Program, and
the Child and Adult Care Food Pro-
gram—are “entitlement” programs.
That is, all persons meeting the eli-
gibility requirements are automati-
cally entitled to assistance by these
programs. Total program expendi-
tures vary depending on the num-
ber of people in need. All other
food-assistance programs operate
under annual appropriations that
limit the amount of assistance pro-
vided.

The Food Stamp Program is the
largest Federal food-assistance pro-
gram. Unlike the other food-assis-
tance programs that target specific
groups, the Food Stamp Program is
designed to address the basic nutri-
tional needs of all eligible low-in-
come families or individuals. Eligi-
bility and benefits are based on
household size, household assets,
and gross and net income. Most
participants receive monthly allot-
ments of coupons that are re-
deemable for food at nearly 200,000
authorized retail foodstores. How-
ever, a growing number receive an
Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT)
card, which operates like a bank
card. The size of a household’s
monthly allotment is based on

USDA’s Thrifty Food Plan, a low-
cost model diet that meets stan-
dards for a nutritious diet.

The Food Stamp Program in
Puerto Rico was replaced in 1982 by
the Nutrition Assistance Program.
A Nutrition Assistance Program for
the Northern Marianas was started
in 1982. These modified food stamp
programs receive Federal funds
through block grants, which allow
these areas to operate programs de-
signed specifically for their low-in-
come citizens. 

The second largest food-assis-
tance program, the National School
Lunch Program, provides lunch to
children in public and nonprofit pri-
vate schools and residential child-
care institutions. Schools receive
cash and some commodities from
USDA to offset the cost of foodser-
vice. In return, the schools must
serve lunches that meet Federal nu-
tritional requirements and offer free
or reduced-price lunches to eligible
children. Any child at a participat-
ing school may enroll in the pro-
gram. Children from families with
incomes at or below 130 percent of
the poverty level are eligible for free
meals, and those from families be-
tween 130 and 185 percent of the
poverty level are eligible for re-
duced-price meals.

The School Breakfast Program
provides breakfast to school chil-
dren, with students from low- in-
come families receiving free or re-
duced-price meals. Although eligi-
bility is the same as that for the

National School Lunch Program, the
School Breakfast Program is consid-
erably smaller and serves a greater
percentage of free meals.

The Child and Adult Care Food
Program provides healthy meals
and snacks to children in nonprofit
childcare centers and family and
group daycare homes. An adult care
portion of the program provides
meals to the elderly and function-
ally impaired adults. Children from
low-income families are eligible in
the centers for free or reduced-price
meals based on the same eligibility
guidelines used in the School Lunch
and School Breakfast Programs.

The Summer Food Service Pro-
gram provides free meals to chil-
dren (age 18 and under) and handi-
capped people over 18 years of age
during school vacations in areas
where at least half of the children
are from households with incomes
at or below 185 percent of the Fed-
eral poverty guidelines. There is no
income test for eligibility in these
low-income areas; any child in the
program’s operating area may par-
ticipate. Sites not in low-income
areas may participate if at least half
of the children are from families
with incomes at or below 185 per-
cent of the Federal poverty guide-
lines (based on income applications
collected from program partici-
pants). All children at these sites
may receive free meals. The pro-
gram is operated at the local level
by sponsors who are reimbursed by
USDA.

Domestic Food-Assistance Programs



compared with the first half of fiscal
1995, the figures are somewhat mis-
leading. Most of this program’s ex-
penditures are incurred during the
second half of the fiscal year. For ex-
ample, in fiscal 1995, only 2 percent
of the Summer Food Service pro-
gram’s expenditures were incurred
during the first 6 months.

The Special Milk Program experi-
enced a 3-percent spending drop, in

large part because of a 5-percent de-
crease in program participation. This
decrease, part of a continuing trend,
is due primarily to the expansion of
the National School Lunch and
School Breakfast Programs. Schools
that participate in these and other
federally assisted food programs are
not eligible to participate in the Spe-
cial Milk Program.

Supplemental Food
Programs...Participation 
in WIC Grew

Two programs comprise the 
supplemental food programs—the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Pro-
gram for Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren and the Commodity Supple-
mental Food Program. Both were es-

Food Assistance

September-December 1996

29

The Special Milk Program pro-
vides funding for milk in public and
nonprofit schools, childcare centers,
summer camps, and similar institu-
tions that have no other federally
assisted food program. Milk is pro-
vided either free or at low cost to all
children at participating schools.
Schools may elect to serve free milk
to children from families with in-
comes at or below 130 percent of the
poverty level. 

The Special Supplemental Nutri-
tion Program for Women, Infants,
and Children (WIC) provides nutri-
tious supplemental foods, nutrition
education, and health care referrals
at no cost to low-income pregnant
and postpartum women, as well as
infants and children up to their fifth
birthday who are determined by
health professionals to be nutrition-
ally at risk. Participants receive
vouchers that can be redeemed at
retail foodstores for specific foods
that are rich in the nutrients typi-
cally lacking in the target popula-
tion. 

The Commodity Supplemental
Food Program (CSFP) provides nu-
tritional supplemental foods at no
cost to low-income pregnant and
postpartum women, and infants
and children up to their sixth birth-
day. CSFP often operates in areas
where WIC is not available. Unlike
the much larger WIC program,
CSFP also serves the elderly (60
years of age or older), who now
constitute over half the program’s
participants. Instead of vouchers, it

provides food tailored to the nutri-
tional needs of the participants.

The Food Distribution Program
on Indian Reservations provides
commodities to American Indians
living on or near participating reser-
vations who choose not to partici-
pate in the Food Stamp Program. It
provides an alternative to the Food
Stamp Program for many American
Indians who live far from food-
stores. Participants receive a
monthly food package weighing
about 50 to 75 pounds that contains
a variety of foods selected to meet
their health needs and preferences.
Eligibility is based on household in-
come, resources, and proximity to a
reservation.

The Nutrition Program for the
Elderly provides cash and com-
modities to States for meals for se-
nior citizens. Administered by the
U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, the program re-
ceives commodity foods and finan-
cial support from USDA. Food is
served through meals-on-wheels
programs or in senior citizen centers
and similar settings. There is no in-
come test for eligibility; all people
age 60 or older and their spouses
are eligible for the program.

The Disaster Feeding Program is
administered by the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency (FEMA),
which is responsible for coordinat-
ing disaster relief. Under this pro-
gram, USDA purchases food com-
modities for assistance in major dis-
asters or emergencies when other

food supplies are not readily avail-
able.

The Emergency Food Assistance
Program (TEFAP), which began as a
cheese-giveaway program in 1982,
was implemented as a way to re-
duce inventories and storage costs
of surplus commodities through
distribution to needy households. In
1989, Congress appropriated funds
to purchase additional commodities
specifically for this program. USDA
buys the food, processes and pack-
ages it, and ships it to the States.
Within broad guidelines, each State
sets its own eligibility criteria and
selects local emergency feeding or-
ganizations to distribute the food. 

Under the Food Distribution
Programs for Charitable Institu-
tions and Summer Camps, USDA
donates food to nonprofit charitable
institutions serving meals on a regu-
lar basis to needy persons and to
summer camps for children. These
institutions include church-operated
community kitchens for the home-
less, orphanages, soup kitchens,
temporary shelters, and homes for
the elderly.

USDA purchases food specifically
to distribute to soup kitchens and
food banks under the Food Dona-
tion Programs to Soup Kitchens
and Food Banks. Commodities are
allocated to the States based on a
formula that considers the number
of people below the poverty level
and the number unemployed in each
State. Priority is given to institutions
that prepare food for the homeless.



tablished to provide supplemental
foods to low-income women, in-
fants, and children, although the
Commodity Supplemental Food
Program now serves the elderly as
well. Combined expenditures for
these programs increased 6 percent
to $1.8 billion during the first half of
fiscal 1996.

The Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants and Chil-
dren (WIC), along with the Food
Stamp Program and the school
meals programs, is one of the pillars
of the Nation’s nutrition security
strategy. At almost $1.8 billion for
the first half of fiscal 1996, expendi-
tures for the WIC program grew 7
percent relative to the first half of
1995, the largest percentage increase
among all the food-assistance pro-
grams. During this period, the aver-
age number of participants in-
creased by 3 percent. WIC was able
to serve more people because of the
expansion of cost containment mea-
sures, especially infant formula re-
bates, and increases in appropriated
funds.

Expenditures for the much
smaller Commodity Supplemental Food
Program decreased by 7 percent dur-
ing the first 6 months of fiscal 1996.
Participation also dropped, falling 5
percent during this period, primar-
ily among women, infants, and chil-
dren.

Food Donation Programs
Decreased Significantly

Food Donation programs are com-
prised of six individual programs:
the Food Distribution Program on
Indian Reservations, the Nutrition
Program for the Elderly, The Emer-
gency Food Assistance Program, the
Commodity Distribution to Soup
Kitchens and Food Banks, the Com-
modity Distribution to Charitable
Institutions and Summer Camps,
and the Disaster Feeding Program.
Some of the food for these programs
comes via USDA’s commodity price-
support programs. USDA distributes
some of this surplus food in the
Child Nutrition and the Supplemen-
tal Food Programs, but most is dis-
tributed through the Food Donation
programs. USDA also purchases

foods specifically to distribute in its
Food Donation Programs.

In the past, most of the foods dis-
tributed in these programs were sur-
plus commodities. However, modifi-
cations in the commodity price-sup-
port programs and changing market
conditions have resulted in less
available surplus food. As a result,
the programs have contracted signif-
icantly in recent years as reflected in
a 35-percent decrease in expendi-
tures for the first half of fiscal 1996.

The Food Distribution Program on
Indian Reservations was the only food
donation program that grew. During
the first 6 months of fiscal 1996, pro-
gram expenditures increased 4 per-
cent over the first 6 months of the
previous year, to $32 million. Pro-
gram participation also grew by al-
most 4 percent during this period.

USDA’s expenditures for the Nu-
trition Program for the Elderly during
the first half of fiscal 1996 decreased
13 percent over the same period a
year earlier, and the number of
meals served decreased 3 percent.

Expenditures for the Disaster Feed-
ing Program also decreased marked-
ly during the first half of fiscal 1996.
Program expenditures dropped by
half compared with the same period
the previous year.

The Emergency Food Assistance Pro-
gram (TEFAP) expenditures totaled
$15.4 million during the first half of
fiscal 1996. This was a 71-percent de-
crease from the same period in fiscal
1995.

The largest percentage change in
expenditures among all of the food-
assistance programs, a 76-percent
decrease, was for the Commodity Dis-
tribution to Charitable Institutions and
Summer Camps Program.

During the first 6 months of fiscal
1996, expenditures for the Commod-
ity Distribution to Soup Kitchens and
Food Banks fell 19 percent from the
first 6 months of fiscal 1995.
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Many Food-Assistance
Programs Extended to
2002

Several important pieces of legis-
lation that directly affect the Na-
tion’s food-assistance programs
were enacted in fiscal 1996. On April
4, the 1996 Farm Bill (PL 104-127)
was signed into law by President
Clinton. The Bill, referred to as the
Federal Agriculture Improvement
and Reform Act of 1996, provides a
7-year framework for USDA to ad-
minister agriculture and food pro-
grams. Although farm commodity
programs are the major focus of the
Act, Title IV—Nutrition Assis-
tance—contains provisions on sev-
eral domestic food-assistance pro-
grams. The Act reauthorized the
Nutrition Assistance Programs in
Puerto Rico and American Samoa,
the Commodity Supplemental Food

Program, The Emergency Food As-
sistance Program (TEFAP), and the
Soup Kitchen and Food Bank Pro-
gram through fiscal 2002.

The Act also provides start-up as-
sistance for Community Food Pro-
jects. The Act authorizes USDA to
make grants to assist eligible private
nonprofit entities in establishing and
carrying out community food pro-
jects, which are defined as commu-
nity-based projects that require a
one-time infusion of Federal assis-
tance to become self-sustaining. The
projects are designed to: (1) meet the
food needs of low-income people;
(2) increase the self-reliance of com-
munities in providing for their own
food needs; and (3) promote com-
prehensive responses to local food,
farm, and nutrition issues.

The Act also contains several pro-
visions that affect the Food Stamp
Program. However, these provisions

were superseded by the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportu-
nity Reconciliation Act of 1996,
which will significantly affect food
assistance in the United States (see
box on welfare reform).

What’s Next...Nutrition Is 
a Priority

One of USDA’s major initiatives
for fiscal 1996 is to continue to make
healthy eating an integral part of the
Federal food-assistance programs.
For example, USDA will move for-
ward with the implementation of
the School Meals Initiative for
Healthy Children, a comprehensive,
integrated plan to ensure that chil-
dren have healthy meals at school. A
major part of this plan is the modifi-
cation of school lunches and break-
fasts to meet the Dietary Guidelines
for Americans. USDA launched Team
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The Economic Research Service,
USDA’s economic and social science
research agency, produces a wealth
of information, data, and analysis on
farm commodities, the farm
economy, agricultural trade, natural
resources, food marketing and
nutrition, and the rural economy.
Material is updated and new reports
are added continually. Visit our Web
site at:

http://www.econ.ag.gov

Visit ERS on the 

World Wide Web

What you’ll find on the ERS Web site

• About 1,300 files, updated frequently, including nearly 200
graphics files—charts and tables

• Recent issues of Agricultural Outlook, Food Review, Rural
Development Perspectives, and RCaT and reports in Adobe
Acrobat PDF format, recreating the appearance of the 
printed documents  

• Immediate access to ERS data products (about 10,000 data 
files, mostly in Lotus), and situation and outlook reports on
key farm commodities (nearly 300 documents published 
since January 1995)  

• Briefing rooms with information and data on Farm Business
Economics, Food Safety, Agriculture and Water Quality, the
Rural Economy, selected commodity analyses, and other
topics

• A complete catalog of ERS reports and other products;
names, phone numbers, and e-mail and addresses of all 
ERS subject specialists.

A service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture



Nutrition to help schools implement
the new nutrition standards. Team
Nutrition gives schools educational
and technical resources to motivate
children to improve their diets and
provides new tools and techniques

to help foodservice staffs prepare
nutritious, appealing meals. USDA
will continue these efforts to ensure
that schools can fully implement the
Dietary Guidelines by the statutory
deadline of July 1, 1998.
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On August 23, 1996, President
Clinton signed the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act of 1996. The Act cre-
ates important changes in USDA’s
food-assistance programs. The Food
Stamp Program and the child nutri-
tion programs will not be funded
with block grants. These programs
are retained as entitlement programs
and will provide benefits to anyone
who meets the eligibility require-
ments. The Act’s major changes to
the Food Stamp Program are the de-
nial of benefits to most legal immi-
grants, a time limit on the participa-
tion of able-bodied adults, and
across-the-board food stamp cuts.

The law creates a block grant for
Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) to replace Aid to
Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC), the Nation’s main cash wel-
fare program, and several smaller,
related programs. The Federal Gov-
ernment was expected to spend
$15.9 billion on AFDC and related
programs in fiscal 1997. Federal
funding for the new block grant is
fixed at a base of $16.4 billion annu-
ally through fiscal 2002. Each State is
entitled to a portion of the grant
based on its recent spending on
AFDC and related programs, and,
within broad guidelines, can decide
how the funds will be spent. States
can receive more than the basic
block grant under certain circum-
stances from a contingency fund.

The Act is estimated to cut Fed-
eral welfare spending by approxi-
mately $54 billion over 6 years.
About $27 billion will come from
scaling back the Food Stamp Pro-
gram, including cuts in food stamps

for legal immigrants. It is expected
that Food Stamp Program expendi-
tures will be reduced by approxi-
mately 16 percent from previously
legislated levels when the changes
are fully effective in 2002. The 1996
Act reauthorizes the Food Stamp
Program through 2002.

States Will Have More
Flexibility

The 1996 Act simplifies the ad-
ministration of the Food Stamp Pro-
gram by expanding States’ flexibility
in setting requirements for service,
for example, by waiving office inter-
views for elderly or disabled appli-
cants. States are authorized to imple-
ment a single set of rules and proce-
dures to determine eligibility for
their State cash-assistance programs
and the Food Stamp Program. States
may disqualify individuals from the
Food Stamp Program for nonpay-
ment of child support or for refusal
to cooperate with the Child Support
Enforcement Program.

The Act also allows States to re-
duce, within limits, benefits to some
food-assistance recipients. Cashing-
out of food stamp benefits (provid-
ing cash in place of stamps) is pro-
hibited under the new waiver au-
thority. However, States may convert
food stamp benefits to wage subsi-
dies for employers who hire certain
food stamp recipients. The recipient
would then receive wages instead of
food stamps.

States will have greater flexibility
in running the Food Stamp Program
Employment and Training Program.
This program is designed to help
members of food stamp households
gain job skills and training. The base

Federal funding level for the pro-
gram increases each year, with $75
million budgeted in fiscal 1996, $79
million in fiscal 1997, $81 million in
fiscal 1998, and $84 million in fiscal
1999. Funding will then increase by
$2 million per year until fiscal 2002.

Food Stamp Benefits Will 
Be Cut

Under the 1996 Act, the maximum
food stamp benefits that a house-
hold can receive will be 100 percent
of the cost of the Thrifty Food Plan
rather than the current 103 percent.
Under the current Food Stamp Pro-
gram, a standard deduction is sub-
tracted from household monthly in-
come to determine the household’s
eligibility and the corresponding
amount of food stamp benefits. The
new law freezes the standard deduc-
tion at the 1994 level ($134 for the 48
contiguous States and Washington,
DC) and will not adjust the deduc-
tion for inflation. The new law re-
tains a cap on the excess shelter de-
duction (which was to be eliminated
January 1, 1997) and its increase is
limited through fiscal 2002.

In the past, the Food Stamp Pro-
gram did not count energy assis-
tance provided by State and local
governments as income. Under the
1996 Act, however, energy assistance
will be considered part of the recipi-
ent’s countable income (Federal en-
ergy assistance will still be ex-
cluded). Also, Food Stamp Program
households are not currently re-
quired to include the earnings of
students in primary or secondary
schools under age 22 as part of their
countable income. The new law low-
ers this age limit to 17.

New Welfare Law Reduces Food Stamp Benefits
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Under the Act, legal immigrants,
including current recipients, are inel-
igible for the Food Stamp Program
until they become citizens, have
worked in the United States for at
least 10 years, or are military veter-
ans with an honorable discharge.
Currently, about 7 percent of Food
Stamp Program participants are
legal immigrants. Legal immigrants
who are refugees or who have been
granted asylum are eligible for their
first 5 years in the United States.

The Act stipulates that able-bod-
ied recipients ages 18 to 50 with no
dependents can receive food stamp
benefits for only 3 months in every
36-month period, unless they are en-
gaged in work or a work-related
program for at least 20 hours per
week. If the recipient finds work and
then is laid off, an additional 3
months of benefits are allowed once
in the 36-month period. Searching
for a job or participating in job-
search training will not qualify as
work. States may request a waiver of
this provision for areas with an un-
employment rate greater than 10
percent or where there are too few
jobs to provide employment.

The new law also prohibits an in-
crease in food stamp benefits when a
household’s income is reduced be-
cause of a penalty imposed under an
income-based public-assistance pro-
gram, for example, failure to comply
with the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families program’s work re-
quirements.

Immigrants Remain Eligible
for Child Nutrition Programs

Both legal and illegal immigrants
remain eligible for the National

School Lunch Program, the School
Breakfast Program, and the Special
Milk Program, as long as they are el-
igible for free public education
under State or local law. States have
the option to provide or deny illegal
and certain non-immigrant legal
aliens WIC and other child nutrition
program benefits.

The reimbursement rate for meals
served in the Child and Adult Care
Food Program at family daycare
centers in middle- and upper-in-
come neighborhoods is reduced by
approximately one-half, to $0.95 for
lunch and $0.27 for breakfast. Reim-
bursement rates for the Summer
Food Program are reduced to $1.97
per lunch from the current $2.16.
Grants from USDA to bring the
School Breakfast Program to new
schools will be discontinued. Cur-
rently, these start-up grants are
funded at $5 million per year
through fiscal 1997.

Act Will Require Electronic
Benefits and Strengthen
Penalties

The 1996 Act requires States to im-
plement an Electronic Benefit Trans-
fer (EBT) system before October
2002 unless waived by USDA. It also
exempts food stamp EBT systems
from Regulation E (which limits the
liability for loss resulting from the
unauthorized use of electronic fund
transfer cards, such as credit or ATM
bank cards). This exemption means
that food stamp recipients would
bear the full responsibility for bene-
fits lost through the unauthorized
use of their EBT cards.

The Act strengthens penalties for
fraudulent behavior or trafficking in

food stamps (selling or buying food
stamps for cash or nonfood items). It
doubles penalties for food stamp re-
cipients who commit fraud. Individ-
uals convicted of trafficking in $500
worth of food stamps or more are
permanently disqualified from re-
ceiving food stamps. Those con-
victed of fraudulently receiving mul-
tiple benefits are disqualified for 10
years. The Act disqualifies most in-
dividuals who are convicted of a
felony for using, possessing, or dis-
tributing illegal drugs, although
States may opt out of this provision.
The Act also improves USDA’s abil-
ity to monitor foodstores by estab-
lishing new reporting requirements.

TEFAP and the Soup Kitchen/
Food Bank Programs are combined
under the new law, and an addi-
tional $100 million per year is pro-
vided to purchase commodities. The
law eliminates approximately $2
million in Federal matching funds
for food stamp outreach activities.

The number of jobs available to
welfare recipients and their earning
potential is subject to considerable
conjecture. The success of the new
legislation will depend on whether
welfare recipients can obtain jobs
that make them self-sufficient. Until
they achieve self-sufficiency, the
changes in welfare “as we know it”
will increase the importance of the
Food Stamp Program as part of the
American social safety net.

—For more information, contact J.
William Levedahl at (202) 219-0856.


