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Overview

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) (Pub. L. 119-21) has ignited a debate about its effect on the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). While some have characterized OBBA as making
"cuts" to SNAP, a more detailed analysis of the legislation reveals that it does not reduce the SNAP
benefit amounts themselves. Instead, it alters eligibility criteria, imposes new work requirements, and
modifies the program's funding structure, which will indirectly lead to millions of people losing their
benefits. This distinction is crucial for understanding the true nature of the bill's impact on food
assistance. The question is not whether the OBBBA cuts SNAP benefits. It does not. The question is
whether all of the people presently receiving or entitled to SNAP benefits should be.

The proper understanding of the OBBBA's impact on SNAP benefits - that's the topic of today’s post.
What is SNAP?

SNAP is a federal program that provides food-purchasing assistance to low-income individuals and
families. The program was formerly known as "food stamps." The USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service
administers the program with the benefits distributed and managed at the state level. The goal of
SNAP is to help low-income households buy the food they need to maintain good health and

nutrition. Benefits are provided on an Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) card, which works like a debit
card. Recipients can use this card to buy eligible food items at most grocery stores, convenience stores,
and even some farmers' markets and online grocery delivery services. SNAP benefits can be used to
purchase a wide variety of food items for the household, including fruits and vegetables; meat, poultry,
and fish; dairy products; breads and cereals; snack foods and non-alcoholic beverages; and seeds and
plants to grow food for the household. But SNAP benefits cannot be used to purchase alcoholic
beverages or tobacco products; non-food items like pet food, cleaning supplies, paper products, or
hygiene items; vitamins, medicines, or supplements, as well as hot, ready-to-eat foods from a store.

Eligibility for SNAP is based on a household's income, expenses, and size. The specific requirements
can vary by state, but most households must have both a gross monthly income and a net monthly
income that is at or below certain percentages of the federal poverty level. In essence, those eligible
for SNAP benefits do not pay federal income tax because their income is either beneath the filing
threshold or it is offset by the standard deduction and available credits (such as the child tax credit).

How OBBBA Impacts SNAP

OBBBA does not directly decrease the amount of money a household receives for groceries. OBBBA
does not change the Thrifty Food Plan (the basis for benefit calculations), nor does it lower the
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maximum benefit amount. However, it implements changes that will result in a significant number of
households being disqualified from the program, thereby reducing federal spending on SNAP.

The bill's key provisions that affect SNAP include:

o Expanded work requirements (Section 10102): The OBBBA extends work requirements to a
broader range of individuals. Able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs) are now subject to
work requirements until age 64, up from the previous age of 54. Additionally, parents of children
ages 14 and older must now meet work requirements to maintain their benefits. The bill also
removes exemptions for veterans, those experiencing homelessness, and former foster youth.

o Changes to alien eligibility (Section 10108): The OBBBA narrows the list of non-citizens who can
qualify for SNAP.by amending the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008 (part of the 2008 Farm Bill) to
significantly shorten the list of non-citizens eligible for benefits. It removes eligibility for groups that
were previously qualified, such as refugees and asylum seekers are no longer able to receive
benefits unless they meet stricter criteria, such as having U.S. lawful permanent resident status. .
The only non-citizens who remain eligible are U.S. lawful permanent residents, certain Cuban and
Haitian entrants, and citizens of the Freely Associated States (COFA).

o Altered funding structure: (Sections 10106 and 10107). For the first time in SNAP's history, a
portion of the benefit costs are shifted to states. Beginning in 2028, states with high payment error
rates will be required to contribute a percentage of the benefit costs, a responsibility previously
covered entirely by the federal government. This change is intended to incentivize states to tighten
their eligibility and verification processes, further increasing the percentage of people who
legitimately receive assistance. This provision reduces the federal government's share of SNAP
administrative costs from 50 percent to 25 percent starting in fiscal year (FY) 2027. This means
states will be responsible for the remaining 75 percent of administrative costs, a major financial
shift that is expected to place a significant strain on state budgets. Also, for the first time in the
program's history, the OBBBA makes states responsible for paying a portion of the SNAP benefits
themselves if their payment error rates exceed a certain threshold (generally 6 percent). The
specific cost share for states ranges from 5 percent to 15 percent of the benefits they disburse,
depending on the severity of their error rate. This provision is set to begin in FY 2028, with delayed
implementation for states with exceptionally high error rates. The OBBBA also ends mandatory
funding for the Nutrition Education and Obesity Prevention Grant Program (SNAP-Ed), which
provided funds to states for nutrition education and promoting healthy lifestyles among SNAP
recipients. This funding is set to be eliminated at the end of the current fiscal year. This action
aligns with a broader policy philosophy that states should have more control and financial
responsibility for social programs. By eliminating the federal mandate, states are given the option
to fund and design their own programs based on their specific needs and priorities.
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The Misleading Nature of the "Cuts" Narrative

The use of the word "cut" suggests a direct reduction in a program's funding or a decrease in the
benefits provided to current recipients. In the case of the OBBBA, the bill's changes don't fit this
definition - for both Medicaid and SNAP. With respect to SNAP, OBBBA reduces the number of eligible
recipients through policy changes. This will lead to a decrease in overall federal spending on SNAP, but
it does so by making it harder for people to qualify, not by directly lowering their benefits.

The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimates that the changes will lead to a reduction of
approximately $186 billion in federal SNAP spending over the next decade. These savings will not come
from reducing the amount of food assistance for those who remain eligible but from an estimated 2.9
million people losing their benefits entirely due to the new rules.

While the bill does not "cut" benefits in the traditional sense, the outcome is the same for those who
lose their eligibility: a complete loss of food assistance. The distinction lies in the mechanism: it's a
change in policy, not a reduction in the value of the benefit itself. This nuanced understanding is
essential for a productive public discussion about the bill's true impact on food security in America.

Conclusion

The policy change in the OBBBA with respect to SNAP benefits is just that - a policy change in terms

of who is entitled to receive the benefits. Polls show significant support for non-citizens, particularly
those in the U.S. illegally, not being entitled to use taxpayer dollars. Indeed, a December 2024 fact
sheet from the Pew Research Center on "Government aid to immigrants in the U.S. illegally" provides
relevant data. The poll found strong disapproval for aid to illegal aliens: 78 percent of respondents said
that such persons living in the U.S. illegally should not be eligible for this type of assistance, while only
20 percent said they should be eligible. That same poll also showed bipartisan support for limiting aid
to illegal aliens. A majority of both Republicans and Democrats, including 93 percent of Republicans
and Republican-leaning independents and 64 percent of Democrats and Democratic-leaning
independents, said that illegal aliens should not be eligible for government assistance.

Similarly, a nationwide survey conducted by the firm Excellence in Polling published on May 13, 2025,
in a report titled "Voters Support Reforms to Preserve Food Stamps for the Truly Needy." of likely
voters, found that 71 percent supported "requiring able-bodied adults with no young children at home
to work, train, or volunteer at least part time as a condition of eligibility for food stamps." This support
was strong across the political spectrum, including majorities of Republicans (83 percent), Democrats
(70 percent), and Independents (77 percent). https://excellenceinpolling.com/poll/voters-support-
reforms-to-preserve-food-stamps-for-the-truly-needy/. Farmdoc Daily (University of Illinois), in a 2013
poll, found that almost three-quarters of respondents (72.67 percent) supported the decision to
separate the SNAP program from the rest of the farm bill, and there was high support for "paternalistic
changes to the SNAP program... encouraging work." The policy argument for these changes often relies
on the belief that a temporary safety net should not create a long-term "trap of dependency," and that
requiring work or work-related activities promotes self-sufficiency, dignity, and a stronger economy.
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The U.S. has a significant national debt, and tightening up SNAP so that benefits are paid to those that
are present in the U.S. legally and are truly needy is a good step in the direction of trying to eliminate
waste and fraud in government programs while simultaneously shifting more cost responsibility to the

states to allow the programs to be better tailored to the unique needs of recipients in the respective
states.
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