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(SNAP); Reopening of Comment Period”  
FNS Docket No. FNS-2018-0037 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Food and Nutrition Service’s (FNS) Notice of Public 
Rule Making (NPRM) for “Revision of Categorical Eligibility in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP); Reopening of Comment Period” originally published on July 24, 2019 and reopened on 
October 18, 2019. On behalf of Children’s HealthWatch, a network of pediatricians, public health 
researchers, and policy and child health experts, and in light of new analyses, please accept these 
additional comments and our strong opposition to this rule change. We previously submitted comments 
in opposition to this rule, which may be found on the Federal Register as well. Decades of evidence 
show this rule will threaten the health and well-being of working families with children, as well as 
seniors and other economically vulnerable populations. Furthermore, recent revised analyses from the 
USDA demonstrate the catastrophic harm this rule change would have on the health and development 
of children by taking away access to school meals for nearly 1 million children, in addition to taking away 
their SNAP benefit.1  
 
Children in households that participate in SNAP are automatically eligible for free school meals. SNAP 
participation also has a ripple effect for schools and school districts who are able to leverage the 
Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) and, as a result, offer free school meals to all students in their 
school or district. This is vitally important, as many children – especially those from low-income families 
– consume an estimated half of their calories at school.2

 The provision also dramatically streamlines 
paperwork for local school districts and reduces stigma for children who need the meals but may fell 
embarrassed about accessing them.  For children who experience food insecurity, school meals provide 
access to nutritious foods necessary for healthy growth and development that otherwise may not be 
available at home, helping them to excel academically. The Department estimates that of the 13.7 
million children enrolled in schools participating in CEP, 9.9 million (or 72%) are in the states that have 
expanded categorical eligibility policies for SNAP, and thus would be directly impacted by the proposal.1  
 
Under the proposed rule, school-aged children whose families lose SNAP eligibility will also lose direct 
certification for free school meals unless they fall into another group that is categorically eligible. As a 
result, the USDA estimates that 982,000 children – nearly double that of the Department’s original 
estimation of 500,000 – would lose free school meals and, as a consequence, their schools or districts 
may be placed at risk of losing CEP, causing a ripple effect of losses. Although families could apply 
directly for free or reduced meals, this process increases administrative burdens for schools, 
administrators, and state agencies, brings back the potential for stigma, and introduces the risk that 
food insecure children will fall through the cracks.3

  

https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=FNS-2018-0037-14349


 

   

Under CEP, nearly 2,000 schools across the country provide free school meals to all their students 
because more than 40 percent of their students participate in an anti-poverty program, such as SNAP. 
Furthermore, the states that have implemented BBCE also tend to use CEP at a higher rate than other 
States.1 If fewer families receive SNAP, some communities may not qualify for the program, increasing 
bureaucratic hurdles and ensuring that some low-income children will no longer receive free meals. 
Again, even for those who remain eligible, forcing low-income families to navigate the burdensome 
paperwork will inevitably lead to eligible children losing access to a critical source of daily nutrition. 
District loss of CEP coupled with the familial loss in SNAP benefits would be a tidal wave in the 
community, pulling back critical resources from children both directly and indirectly affected by the 
proposed rule change. This would place all of the children in a school or district at high risk for food 
insecurity and poor health and educational outcomes. Moreover, there would be an additional ripple 
effect to local communities and their collective health. CEP not only directly provides food for children 
enrolled in school, it also reduces food insecurity in participating students’ families, including their 
younger siblings.4 If implemented, the avalanche effect of multiple losses of support will threaten the 
health and development of young children and their families and threaten the economic stability of 
communities across the nation. 

 
The revised USDA estimates on the rule’s impact demonstrate changes to broad-based categorical 
eligibility could be more harmful to children than initially estimated. Furthermore, the Department’s 
neglect to initially adequately evaluate the impact of the rule change, and then to allow only a two-week 
opportunity for additional or revised comments, is procedurally flawed. This short re-opening does not 
provide sufficient time for evaluation of the Department’s new analysis, nor of the additional health, 
economic, and administrative impacts that the doubled number could have. For example, the 
Department estimates that 40,000 children would lose eligibility for benefits altogether, but this number 
could be much higher, as described above, particularly given the new analysis.  
 
“Lunch shaming” is also a worrying trend where school districts punish children who cannot pay for 
lunch or have accrued lunch debt, for instance by serving them reduced-quality cold lunches, or by 
requiring them to wear stamps or wristbands in the cafeteria.5 By forcing kids who currently qualify for 
free school meals to pay, or kicking off kids who pay a reduced fee for lunch entirely, changes to 
categorical eligibility would only make this trend worse.  
 
Given the new USDA analysis of the number of children impacted, it is essential that ample time be 
given for evaluation of how the dramatically increased numbers could drastically heighten the estimated 
impact on state and local administrative burden, CEP, community and child health, development, 
familial hardship, and community and family economic well-being.  
 
Our future national prosperity depends on the well-being of our nation’s children and their families. As 
those who care for the health of America’s children, we strongly oppose any administrative action that 
would harm them, particularly the youngest, and their families and urge the administration to 
immediately withdraw this proposal in full. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
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