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January 25, 2019 

 

Via Electronic Mail and Facsimile 

Honorable Sonny Perdue 

U.S. Department of Agriculture 

1400 Independence Ave., S.W. 

Washington, DC 20250 

 

Dear Secretary Perdue: 

 

 We are writing on behalf of our clients, who are applicants for and recipients of food benefits 

issued through the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).  As you know, households 

whose incomes are low enough to make them eligible for SNAP face serious obstacles to obtaining 

adequate nutrition even under the best of circumstances and with the program running normally.  The 

current climate of uncertainty has been devastating for these families.  They urgently need both the 

program’s benefits and reassurance about the continuation of those benefits.   

 

 We are pleased to hear that the government will temporarily reopen.  This letter sets forth the 

most critical concerns our clients and the organizations that serve them have raised, both about the 

arrangements the Department has announced for February benefits and about how the Department 

will address subsequent months if a shutdown occurs again after the reopening. The Western Center 

on Law & Poverty advocates on behalf of low-income Californians through legislative and 

administrative advocacy and litigation.  We are also a resource for organizations that serve 

individuals and families whose monthly incomes hover around or below the Federal Poverty Level.   

 

We seek clarification from the Department so that we may properly advise our clients and the 

clients of other nonprofit legal services groups on how to protect the economic and food security of 

low-income Californians in the coming weeks.  The lack of clear, unequivocal guidance from the 

Department, is likely to heighten the fear and financial stress that the federal government shutdown is 

causing SNAP recipients.  Our clients are reporting that they are likely to run out of food benefits 

before the end of February and may have few, if any, resources to meet their food needs. It will take 

time for them to identify additional food resources, make arrangements to try to borrow money, if 

possible, and make arrangements with creditors to delay paying rent or other bills, if possible, in 

order to avoid hunger. 

 

With respect to February, in your Early Issuance of February 2019 SNAP Benefits – 

Questions & Answers #1, you say that: “FNS is committed to minimizing the impact of the 

appropriations lapse on SNAP households and directing the limited funding available from the 

contingency that can be used toward normal SNAP operations, including the issuance of benefits for 

new applicants in February, should the Federal government shutdown continue.”  Although 

continuity is extremely important, this statement is vague in several respects and we can find no 

greater specificity on FNS’s website.  We therefore request answers to the following questions: 

 Will the Department make a clear, unambiguous public statement reassuring eligible households 

that all February benefits will be paid?   

 Will the Department explicitly direct states to conduct all SNAP operations as usual for all of 

February, including the issuance of benefits determined to be owed for household prevailing in 
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fair hearings or otherwise entitled to a correction of an underissuance, for households receiving 

delayed approval of applications or recertifications, for households submitting delayed report 

forms, for households qualifying for replacement or supplemental benefits, and for others whom 

the Department’s regulations designate as being eligible for benefits under unusual 

circumstances?   

 Will the Department direct state SNAP agencies to follow the Department’s regulations in 

issuing combined allotments under 7 C.F.R. § 273.2(g)(2) to households in the second half of 

February who qualify for expedited issuance?  

 And, will the Department direct the states to issue a benefit at the end of February to address the 

period of time between the early issued February Benefits and the March benefit in order to 

comply with Section 7(g)(2)(A)(ii) of the Food and Nutrition Act (7 U.S.C. § 2016(g)(2)(A)(ii)), 

which prohibits gaps between issuances of more than 40 days?  

 

 With respect to March and beyond, it is vital that the Department clearly and unambiguously 

announce, as soon as possible, that SNAP benefits will continue under usual rules.  We cannot 

emphasize strongly enough the social and psychological toll the current uncertainty is taking on 

affected families and those close to them.  Some are reducing their food consumption to unsafe levels 

to try to make their supplies of food last longer.  Others are afraid that the Department will deactivate 

the EBT system, as it threatened to do in 2015, and are thus rushing to spend all their benefits as soon 

as possible.  Given the perishability of food and the inadequate food-safe storage facilities that many 

households have, this inevitably will mean improvident purchases, food waste, high potential for 

food-borne illness and serious hardship later on.  The early issuance of February benefits, and the 

long gaps that the Department appears to anticipate between this issuance and the next one that 

households will receive, clearly exacerbate these dangers and makes your unambiguous reassurances 

all the more urgent.  Accordingly, we also seek responses to the following questions: 

 

 Will the Department make a public announcement that assures SNAP applicants and recipients 

that benefits will continue without interruption in March and subsequent months if the 

government shuts down again?  

 And when will the Department provide guidance to states for the issuance of March benefits?   

 

 Thank you for your attention to these critical issues.  Given the ongoing harm that the 

uncertainty about future SNAP issuances is causing low-income Americans, we ask that you please 

respond to the questions above as soon as possible, but no later Friday, February 1.   

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

Jessica Bartholow 

Policy Advocate 

 

c.c.:   Mr. Brandon Lipps 

 Administrator, Food and Nutrition Service 

 Acting Deputy Undersecretary for Food, Nutrition and Consumer Services 

 U.S. Department of Agriculture 

 1400 Independence Ave., S.W. 

 Washington, DC 20250  


