
SPOTLIGHT ISSUE 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

Overview 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as the Food Stamp Program) is the nation’s 

most important anti-hunger program and is a critical piece of the nationwide safety net.  In 2012, it provided benefits to 

almost 47 million low-income Americans, including 1.9 million residents of Illinois (FRAC, 2013).  Nearly 72 percent of 

SNAP participants are in families with children and more than one-quarter of participants are in households with seniors 

or people with disabilities (CBPP, 2013).  The federal government pays the full cost of SNAP benefits and splits the cost 

of administering the program with the states. 
 

Impact on Our Community 

SNAP is a lifeline for many people in our community.  Many of the 19,000 Jews (or seven percent of the local Jewish 

population in Chicago) classified as living below 150 percent of the federal poverty level, or earning $17,235/year for a 

one person household, are eligible for receiving SNAP benefits.  (Haase, 2010)  Jewish Federation agencies, such as the 

ARK, Chicago Chesed Fund, Jewish Children and Family Services, Jewish Vocational Services, CJE SeniorLife, Jewish 

Community Center, Maot Chitim, SHALVA, Sinai Hospital, and EZRA Multi-Service Center, among others, provide 

services to SNAP recipients.  Without these benefits, the vulnerable people we serve would likely need additional services 

from Jewish Federation agencies.  SNAP benefits are an important part of the public/private system for caring for the 

neediest members of our community.   
 

SNAP Eligibility 

SNAP benefits are available to nearly all households with low incomes. Eligibility rules and benefit levels have few 

differences from state-to-state. However, households must meet three criteria in order to receive benefits: 

 “Gross monthly income must be at or below 130 percent of the poverty line, or $2,069 ($24,800 a year) for a three 

person family in FY 2013. Households with an elderly or disabled member need not meet this limit. 

 Monthly net income, or income after deductions for items such as high housing costs and child care, must be less 

than or equal to the poverty line ($19,100 a year or $1,591 a month for a three-person family in FY 2013). 

 Household assets must fall below certain limits: households without an elderly or disabled member must have 

assets of $2,000 or less, and those with an elderly or disabled member must have assets of $3,250 or less.” (CBPP, 

2013) 
 

Some categories of people are not eligible for SNAP regardless of how small their income or assets may be, such as 

strikers, most college students, and certain legal immigrants. Undocumented immigrants also are ineligible for SNAP. 

Most unemployed childless adults are limited to three months of benefits in many areas of the country, though this limit 

may be waived in areas of high unemployment. (CBPP, 2013) 
 

Benefits 

“Households that are eligible will receive an EBT 

(electronic benefit transfer) card, which is loaded with 

benefits once a month.  Household members may use 

it to purchase food at one of the over 230,000 retailers 

authorized to participate in the program. SNAP cannot 

be used to purchase alcoholic beverages, cigarettes, 

vitamin supplements, non-food grocery items such as 

household supplies, or hot foods.  Households reapply 

for SNAP periodically, typically every six to 12 

months for most families and every 12 to 24 months 

for seniors and people with disabilities.” (CBPP, 2013) 

 

The average SNAP recipient received $139.45/month 

(or about $4.65/day) in FY 2012 (FRAC, 2013). SNAP 

provides more benefits to those closer to the poverty 

line. The November 1
st
, benefits were cut to more than 

47 million Americans, which affected roughly 2 

million Illinois participants. A family of three receing 
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SNAP benefits could lose $29/month and a family of four loses $36/month.  Overall, Illinois will lose $220 million for 

SNAP, which serves 886,000 children and 349,000 elderly or people with disabilities. (Dean & Rosenbaum)     
 

In fiscal year 2012, the federal government spent about $81 billion on SNAP. About 92 percent went directly to benefits 

that households used to purchase food. Of the remaining 8 percent, about 5 percent was used for state administrative costs, 

including eligibility determinations, employment, training and nutrition education for SNAP households, and anti-fraud 

activities.  
 

SNAP benefits are one of the fastest, most effective forms of economic stimulus because they get money into the 

economy quickly. Moody’s Analytics estimates that in a weak economy, every $1 increase in SNAP benefits generates 

about $1.70 in economic activity. Similarly, the Congressional Budget Office rated an increase in SNAP benefits as one of 

the two most cost-effective of all spending and tax options it examined for boosting growth and jobs in a weak economy. 
 

Program Efficiency 

Increased oversight and improvements of the program have led to a significant decrease in fraud over the last two 

decades, from about 4 cents on the dollar in 1993 to about 1 cent in 2006-08; with current abuse less than 2%. (USDA). 

 SNAP fraud is when SNAP benefits are exchanged for cash, which is against the law, or when a previously 

disqualified retailer lies on the application to get in the program again.  

 40% of SNAP households have at least one working person.  

 SNAP households: 47% include a child, 17% a senior, and 20% a disabled person. (USDA, 2012) 

 Enough food exists for every person in the world to eat 3500 calories/day, 75% more than necessary. 
 

Congressional Debate 

The House and the Senate are currently debating differences between their two bills.  The Senate version includes $4 

billion in cuts to SNAP over 10 years and the House nutrition bill includes cuts of $40 billion over 10 years.  The House 

and Senate conference committee are working to combine the two bills.  Representative Rodney Davis (R-IL-13) is the 

lone member of the conference committee from Illinois.  Congress is expected to vote on a final version of the bill before 

the end of the year.    

 

JUF Hunger Awareness Project: Learn more. Do more. Make a difference. 

The JUF Hunger Awareness Project is a year-long initiative to raise awareness and mobilize 

volunteers in the area of hunger and food insecurity. One of the initiatives includes: 

The SNAP Challenge (formerly known as the Food Stamp Challenge) March 7-14, 2014 which gives participants 

a view of what life can be like for millions of low-income Americans living on a SNAP budget of less than $5 per 

day. 

For further information, visit www.juf.org/hunger. If you have questions, contact Stephanie Sklar, Director of Domestic 

Affairs, JCRC at (312) 357-4770. For frequent updates, follow @ChicagoJCRC on Twitter. 
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