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CONGRESSIONAL
BLACK CAUCUS

November 18, 2019

Sonny Perdue

Secretary of Agriculture

U.S. Department of Agriculture
1400 Independence Ave., SW
Washington, DC 20250

Dear Secretary Perdue:

On behalf of the Congressional Black Caucus, we write to further express concerns
with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) proposed rule to eliminate broad-
based categorical eligibility (BBCE) in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP). Given the Department’s October release of data showing nearly 1
million school-age children would lose automatic eligibility for free school meals, we
strongly urge you to immediately withdraw the proposal.

On October 2, 2019, we, along with our colleagues, sent a letter to USDA vehemently
opposing the proposed rule due to its adverse impact on millions of people who rely on
SNAP to put food on the table. By USDA’s own estimates, over 3 million people,
including seniors, veterans, persons with disabilities and working families with
children, would be kicked off SNAP.

Since the proposed rule’s Regulatory Impact Analysis omitted data showing the
projected impact on school meal eligibility, the letter cited USDA’s verbal
confirmation that the proposal would cause approximately 500,000 schoolchildren to
lose automatic access to free school meals. However, in light of USDA’s release of
data on October 18, 2019, showing the negative impact on classroom hunger to be
nearly double the Department’s initial estimates, we remain deeply troubled that you
have not yet reconsidered this harmful proposal.

Federal law streamlines access to free school meals for children living in SNAP
households. According to USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service, of the nearly 30
million children who participated in the National School Lunch Program on an average
day in school year 2018-2019, participation was highest among children who qualify
for free meals.' School lunch is critical to student health and well-being, especially for

! Financial Management Budget Division. 2019. Program Information Report (U.S. Summary, FY 2018 — FY
2019). USDA Food and Nutrition Service. https:/fns-prod.azureedge . net/sites/default/files/data-files/IKeydata-

August-2019.pdf
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low-income students, and ensure students have access to the nutrition they need throughout the day to learn and stay
focused in the classroom.?

However, according to the Urban Institute, USDA’s initial analysis of the effect of restricting BBCE only accounts
for the loss of free and reduced-price meals for those students who would lose their SNAP benefits.® Still unknown
is the extent to which your proposed rule would impact schools serving free meals through the Community
Eligibility Provision (CEP), a key provision of the Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act of 2010. CEP allows the nation’s
poorest schools to level the playing field by offering universal-free breakfast and lunch to all enrolled students, while
reducing the paperwork burden associated with processing school meal applications. Currently, approximately 13.6
million children attend schools serving nutritious meals at no cost to students through CEP.*

Schools where at least 40 percent of students are automatically certified for free school meals, based on their
participation in certain federal assistance programs, are eligible to adopt CEP to provide free meals to all students
without their families having to fill out and submit an application. According to research conducted by the Food
Research and Action Center, of the nearly 29,000 schools participating in CEP, 22 percent are very close to the
cutoff threshold, with 40% to 49% of students residing in households receiving public assistance, such as SNAP.’

SNAP is the first line of defense against hunger and food insecurity for low-income families and children. Today,
20 million children rely on SNAP as the program helps them reach their full potential by:
* Helping to end child hunger and improving child food insecurity rates;°
® Promoting stronger learning and academic performance;’ and
e Reducing the likelihood of chronic conditions such as obesity, diabetes, and the risk of anemia, resulting in
fewer doctor visits and hospitalizations.®

USDA should not punish poor people simply because they are poor. Children need access to nutritious foods both at
home and during the school day. Your proposed rule would ultimately weaken the ability of SNAP and the federal
school meals programs to effectively combat household and classroom hunger across the country.

Again, we ask you to immediately withdraw this cruel proposal.

Sincerely,

Keww. Ganr

Karen Bass
CBC, Chair Congressional Black Caucus

Marcia L. Fudge
Subcommittee on Nutrition, Oversight and Department Operations,
Chair
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