
                                                                     
 

 
December 2, 2019  
 

SNAP Certification Policy Branch, 
Program Development Division 
Food and Nutrition Services 
3101 Park Center Drive 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Alexandria, VA 22302 
 

Re:  Notice of Proposed Rule Making Regarding Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) Standardization of State Heating and Cooling 
Standard Utility Allowances -- RIN 0584-AE69  

 

Dear SNAP Certification Policy Branch: 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on USDA’s Notice of Proposed Rule Making 

(NPRM) regarding the proposed standardization of the state Heating and Cooling Standard 

Utility Allowance (HCSUA).1 The proposed rule would eliminate state SUA flexibility and 

mandate that states use a national methodology based on national survey data. If 

implemented, this change will harm about 200,000 low-income Massachusetts households – 

especially older adults, persons with severe disabilities, and children. It will trigger a loss of 

more than $100 million in SNAP nutrition benefits, significantly damaging the Commonwealth’s 

ability to reduce food insecurity and poverty. The proposed change directly undermines the 

Commonwealth’s quest to support low-wage working families seeking a path out of poverty 

and support low-income older adults and persons with disabilities striving to remain in their 

communities. 

The Massachusetts Law Reform Institute (MLRI) is a statewide legal advocacy and support 

center that represents low-income parents, children, persons with disabilities and older adults. 

Our activities include litigation, policy analysis, research, technical assistance and public 

information. We pay particular attention to the SNAP program because of its critical role in 

reducing the hunger and food insecurity suffered by low-income households. In addition to 

providing legal support and technical assistance to legal services field programs, MLRI has 

chaired the Massachusetts SNAP Coalition of anti-hunger groups since 2002. MLRI has 

substantial expertise on SNAP policy and is very familiar with the Commonwealth’s current and 

                                                           
1 Federal Register Vol 84, No. 192. Pages 52809 - 52815. Issued October 2, 2019.  
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past utilization of the HCSUA. We have a deep understanding of the hardship the proposed rule 

would unleash. 

Greater Boston Legal Services (GBLS) is a non-profit organization that provides free civil legal 
assistance to low-income families and individuals in Boston and 31 additional cities and towns 
in the greater Boston area.  GBLS represents clients who are seeking public benefits to which 
they are legally entitled, including SNAP. GBLS has decades of experience with SNAP and other 
public benefits, and witnesses daily the critical importance of these benefits for clients.  GBLS is 
deeply concerned about how the proposed changes will harm our clients and other individuals 
in Massachusetts. 

USDA has projected this regulation change will cut SNAP by $4.5 billion over five years, and 

decrease SNAP for 19 percent of SNAP households (84 FR 52812). USDAs’ Regulatory Impact 

Analysis (RIA) states that the proposed regulations will affect 7 million SNAP recipients in 

approximately 3 million households nationally with an average cut of roughly $31 per month.2 

In 25 states, more than 30% of households will see a cut, and in 16 of these states, more than 

40% of households will see a cut in benefits.3 In addition, USDA projects roughly 8,000 

households nationwide will lose their benefits entirely (84 FR 52812).   

For Massachusetts, this proposed rule will likely cut nearly $50 per month in SNAP for 

approximately 200,000 low income Massachusetts households – reducing SNAP for 45% of the 

MA SNAP recipient population.4 Massachusetts would see the fifth largest cut relative to the 

percentage of the SNAP caseload affected, and the eighth largest cut relative to loss of SNAP 

dollars by state.5 This translates into a loss of $100 million per year in SNAP - harming low-

income households, retailers, health care systems, and communities, and overwhelming the 

emergency food delivery system.  

This is the third time in 2019 that USDA has sought to cut SNAP for low-income households 

through proposed regulation changes. We estimate that the HCSUA proposal will result in the 

largest SNAP benefits cut to Massachusetts residents, in addition to the ABAWD and Broad 

Based Categorical Eligibility rules. Cumulatively, if enacted as proposed, these three rules would 

result in a loss of about $165 million annually in SNAP to the state’s lowest income residents.  

MLRI and GBLS believe USDA’s proposed regulations are inconsistent with the goals of the Food 

and Nutrition Act, are arbitrary, and are harmful. USDA simply identifies the federal savings as a 

result of cutting federal nutrition benefits while ignoring the related harmful, costly 

consequences.  

                                                           
2 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, Page 18  
3 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, Page 43 – Appendix Table E 
4 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, Page 1 and 2, Appendix E. Estimate of $50 per month harm calculated by 

using Alternate 2017 Standard Utility Allowance values calculated by USDA, Appendix C.  
5 USDA Regulatory Impact Analysis, Appendix E.  
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USDA should withdraw the proposed regulation for the following reasons, detailed in our 

comments: 

 USDA’s proposed rule is arbitrary and capricious because it is unsupported by any 

substantiated rationale. It would change long-standing policy without any meaningful 

explanation of why USDA is rejecting the methodologies that it had previously accepted 

for over forty years.  

 USDA’s NPRM violates the Rulemaking requirements of the Administrative Procedures 

Act (5 U.S.C. § 553(c)). The NPRM and the accompanying RIA omit critical information, 

thereby limiting the public’s ability to comment meaningfully on this proposed change 

to a decades-old policy.   

 USDA’s rationale of creating an “equitable” process for determining the HCSUA ignores 

the data and reasons for variability in state and regional energy costs.   

 USDA’s proposed rule expressly bars states from using more accurate and timely state 

utility data sources and instead mandates HCSUA levels based on national utility survey 

data that is limited, dated, and lacking in nuance and specificity.    

 USDA does not explain how cutting SNAP benefits furthers the intent of the SNAP 

program, especially for low-income households with high shelter costs.  

 USDA fails to fully identify and address the vast harm the proposed rule would  cause, 

including: 

o The impact of cuts to SNAP on rates of food insecurity  

o The cost of poor health outcomes as a result of lack of nutrition benefits 

o The increased demand that SNAP cuts place on emergency food programs.  

o The economic impact on all retailers in states that are facing significant cuts.  

 

1. USDA’s proposed rule undermines the intent of the SNAP program 

and reverses four decades of SNAP policy without providing a 

clear or supported rationale. 

Congress clearly articulated the intent of the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program in the Food and Nutrition Act of 2008, including “to safeguard the health and well-

being of the Nation’s population by raising levels of nutrition among low-income households. 

Congress hereby finds that the limited food purchasing power of low-income households 

contributes to hunger and malnutrition among members of such households.” (7 U.S.C.§ 2011, 

Section 2).  

In order to accomplish the goals of the Food Stamp program, Congress recognized that federal 

laws and federal oversight are necessary to meaningfully serve low-income households 

nationwide. Congress has also recognized the importance of allowing states to tailor elements 
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of SNAP administration to fit the needs of the state’s public benefit system and to reflect state 

economic and geographic circumstances. State options are an integral element of ensuring that 

SNAP is administered in a way that supports the goals of the program in every state, county, 

city, and town across the country.  

Over the course of 2019, USDA’s rulemaking attempts have been at odds with USDA’s stated 

goals regarding improved state innovation and efficient administration of the SNAP program. 

On the one hand, USDA has publicly encouraged state flexibility and innovation in ways that 

best fit the unique circumstances of the state and its localities.6 On the other hand, USDA has 

issued three proposed rules that directly and intentionally undermine state flexibility and are 

contrary to Congressional intent including: restricting the ability of states to pursue waivers of 

the ABAWD time limit in areas with elevated rates of unemployment (RIN 0584-AE57); 

restricting the historic broad-based categorical eligibility option (RIN 0584-AE62); and now 

proposing to strip states of long standing discretion to establish a HCSUA methodology that 

best reflect the state or region’s energy costs.   

The cumulative SNAP fiscal impact of these three proposed cuts, as cited by USDA in each of its 

rulemaking proposals, is nearly $23 billion dollars in reduced SNAP benefits nationwide over a 

five-year period.7 Each of these proposed SNAP policies eliminates long-standing flexibility that 

has allowed states to ensure low income residents can improve their food purchasing power 

and nutritional outcomes.  

A. Background of the creation of the SNAP Standard Utility Allowance (SUA). 
 

The SUA was introduced by the Administration in the mid-1970s, and included in the Food 

Stamp Act of 1977 (PL-88-525a).8 As USDA knows, the SUA is the only standard element of the 

Food Stamp/SNAP math calculation where the amount of the deduction varies from state to 

state.  

In addition to household heating and cooling costs, the core utility elements of the HCSUA 

include: 

 Electricity and fuel for purposes other than heating/cooling (e.g. lights and appliance) 

 cooking gas or service 

                                                           
6 For example, an August 21, 2019 USDA press release, USDA Deputy Under Secretary Brandon Lipps stated: “By 

utilizing modern technology, our state partners can continue to advance innovation in the administration of 
SNAP… These flexibilities allow states to employ new solutions to run their programs in ways that are more 
effective, efficient, and accurate.” 
7 Wheaton, Laura. The Urban Institute. “Estimated Effect of Recent Proposed Changes to SNAP Regulations.” 
November 2019. 
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/101368/estimated_effect_of_recent_proposed_changes_t
o_snap_regulations.pdf  
8 Food Stamp Act of 1997 text available on USDA’s website: https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/leghistory/food-
stamp-act-1977 

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/101368/estimated_effect_of_recent_proposed_changes_to_snap_regulations.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/101368/estimated_effect_of_recent_proposed_changes_to_snap_regulations.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/leghistory/food-stamp-act-1977
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/leghistory/food-stamp-act-1977
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 water, sewerage, well installation and maintenance,  

 septic tank system installation and maintenance,  

 garbage and trash collection 

 telephone (basic, wire maintenance fees, subscriber line charges, relay center 

surcharges, 911 fees)  

 

To the best of our knowledge, the only guidance USDA issued on SUA methodologies was in 

1979 (FNS Notice 79-47, issued May 25, 1979, included as Appendix A). In its guidance, USDA 

encouraged states to consider three SUA methodologies developed by the states of Colorado, 

Texas and New Hampshire. USDA noted that state use of a SUA would “make the Program more 

accessible to households, ease the burden on the eligibility worker in computing the shelter 

costs deduction, and reduce the quality control (QC) error rate for the utility cost component.”9  

USDA encouraged states to strike a balance when setting the SUA between administrative 

simplification and “allowing households to claim a standard that is significantly higher than the 

utility costs they actually incur.”10 USDA also directed states to monitor use of the SUA in order 

to determine whether the SUA should be updated: “Use of the [SUA] is designed to reduce the 

QC error rate and to reduce administrative complexity. State agencies…should monitor the use 

of the standard versus use of actual higher costs claimed by households. If a large number of 

households are claiming actual expense and the QC error rate persists, the standard is not 

adequate and its value is lost.”11  USDA’s core rationale was that – with a sufficiently high SUA – 

states would not need to recalculate the Food Stamp benefit level due to variations in utility 

costs or process verification of actual expenses. In fact, the Texas methodology provided as an 

example by USDA was clear that the utility standard was selected so that “utility expenses for 

95 percent of families receiving food stamps would be less than or equal to the standard.”12 

When USDA issued the 1979 guidance, states were required to have different SUAs for different 

seasons, but were given flexibility to have different SUAs based on factors including 

geographical difference or household size. All households were still entitled to claim actual 

utility costs if higher than the SUA. USDA further required states to update their SUAs annually, 

but allowed them to revise their methodology more frequently with USDA approval any time 

there were utility cost increases. USDA specifically noted that states may wish to pursue an 

interim update to the SUA if an “unexpected increase in utility rates or some other factor causes 

increasing numbers of households to abandon use of the standard and begin to claim actual, 

                                                           
9 USDA. “Food Stamp Program Standard Utility Allowances Requirements and Methodologies.” FNS Notice 79-47, 

May 25, 1979. Appendix A  
10 FNS Notice 79-47, page 1. 
11 FNS Notice 79-47, page 4.  
12 FNS Notice 79-47, Attachment 3, Page 1.  
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higher costs” - further evidence that USDA intended the SUA to be set at a level high enough to 

ensure nearly all household utility costs fell below the level of the SUA level. 13  

In its NPRM, USDA oddly claims that “in the absence of formal guidelines outlining 

recommended methodologies, States have considerable flexibility in developing the 

methodologies and amounts for the standards.”14  Stunningly, USDA fails to mention the 1979 

national guidance or the historic reasons for such flexibility.15 We raise this concern because we 

believe it is extremely difficult for most commenters to understand the history of the SUA in the 

Food Stamp/SNAP program and the context for the proposed changes without this document. 

USDA’s failure to include this guidance and the history of the SUA in the NPRM therefore 

prevents many commenters from being able to meaningfully comment on whether the 

proposed rule is reasonable or not reasonable.   

B. History of SUA implementation in Massachusetts in response to federal changes.  
 

To the best of our knowledge, Massachusetts elected a SUA methodology similar to the 

Colorado method in the late 1970s based on local, regional and statewide data.16 In June of 

1979, the Massachusetts SUA amount varied based on the calendar month the certification 

period started and length of the certification period. For example, a household applying in 

January 1979 who had a 6-month certification period received a $183 SUA, while a household 

applying in June 1979 with a 12-month certification period received a $91 SUA.17  

Over time, Congress eliminated some of the variability requirements of the SUA in order to 

further simplify the program. In the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1982, Congress 

eliminated the requirement that states vary their SUAs by season.18 In response, in 1983 

Massachusetts created three SUAs: a heating SUA, a non-heating SUA, and a telephone SUA.19 

The standard dollar value for the heating SUA was $226/month, an amount Massachusetts 

determined should be high enough to ensure the majority of Food Stamp households had 

actual utility costs that fell below $226 in each month of the year - including the coldest 

months. Food Stamp households could still claim and verify actual utility costs and case 

managers were required to inform households at application and recertification about the 

option to use the SUA or claim actual expenses.20  

                                                           
13 FNS Notice 79-47, page 3.  
14 FNS Notice 79-47, page 3. 
15 USDA also does not have the 1979 guidance posted on its website, exacerbating the reality that most 
commenters will not be able to meaningfully comment on the proposed rule.  
16 FNS Notice 79-47, Attachment 1, page 4. Colorado relied primarily on data from the Public Service Company of 
Colorado for electricity and gas components and for area water departments for the water/sewer component. 
17 MA Department of Public Welfare, State Letter 492, June 15, 1979. Appendix B 
18 H.R.6955 - Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1982. Subtitle E: Food Stamp Act Amendments of 1982. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/97th-congress/house-bill/6955. 
19 MA Department of Public Welfare, State Letter 640, March 18, 1983. Appendix D 
20 MA Department of Transitional Assistance, State Letter 1255, April 1, 2003. Appendix H    
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The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act amended the SUA 

policy to allow states the option of mandating use of the SUA rather than allowing households 

to claim actual utility costs if they exceeded the SUA.21 Due to the complexities of the law 

change, Massachusetts retained the voluntary SUA option. The 2002 Farm Bill simplified the 

option to mandate use of the SUA, causing almost every state to, over time, adopt the 

mandatory SUA.22 Congress rationalized that giving state a choice in eliminating the option for 

households to claim actual utility costs was more efficient and administratively simpler for 

states to administer the SNAP program, provided the SUA dollar value was sufficient to cover 

utility costs for most low income households.  

Throughout these legislative changes, USDA allowed states to retain flexibility in adjusting the 

dollar value of their SUAs outside of the annual review if utility cost changes warranted an 

adjustment. States were allowed to use state utility cost data to document why an increase to 

the SUA was warranted. This flexibility has been an integral element of ensuring the MA HCSUA 

fully reflects spikes in winter heating costs for low income consumers. For example, in January 

1980 – only seven months after the SUA was implemented -- Massachusetts increased the SUA 

amounts because of an anticipated increase in the cost of fuel for the winter.23 Massachusetts 

also adjusted the value of the HCSUA in 2000, with USDA approval, due to a spike in residential 

heating costs documented by the Massachusetts Division of Energy Resources (DOER).24 

Massachusetts implemented a mandatory SUA policy in April 2003. At the time, Massachusetts 

advised workers that even when a recipient was not “currently paying any heating or cooling 

costs, it would be appropriate to use the Heating/cooling SUA as long as heating is a regular, 

recurring expense during the year.”25 Massachusetts policy was also clear that the SUA was not 

an average of twelve months of expenses, but was intended to capture the upper bound of all 

monthly utility costs that low-income households likely incurred during the year. 

It is notable that USDA’s NPRM fails to recognize that states such as Massachusetts have been 

required to adjust their SUAs in both directions – increases and decreases – based on changes 

to energy costs. Just as USDA has allowed states to adjust the HCSUA in times where energy 

costs increased, USDA has also required states to decrease their HCSUA based on decreases in 

                                                           
21 PL 104–193, 110 STAT. 2312. https://www.congress.gov/104/plaws/publ193/PLAW-104publ193.pdf 
22 PL 107–171, 116 STAT. 307. https://www.congress.gov/107/plaws/publ171/PLAW-107publ171.pdf  
23 MA Department of Public Welfare, State Letter 504, January 1, 1980. Appendix C  
24 Correspondence dated November 20, 2000 from the MA Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA) to FNS 
Regional Director Robert Canavan with November 17, 2000 statement from the MA Division of Energy Resources 
noting a $32-$40 average per month increase in heating costs over the winter period. DTA request for HCSUA 
adjustment approved by FNS NERO in letter dated November 21, 2000.  Appendix E   
25 MA Department of Transitional Assistance, Transitions Hotline Q&A, May 2003. Pg 2. 

https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/May+03+Transitions.pdf 

https://www.congress.gov/104/plaws/publ193/PLAW-104publ193.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/107/plaws/publ171/PLAW-107publ171.pdf
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/May+03+Transitions.pdf
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energy prices. For example, the Massachusetts HCSUA amount decreased in 2011, 2012, 2015, 

and 2016 due to reductions in energy costs.26  

The NPRM also fails to address USDA’s past work with individual states to balance updating the 

SUA with ensuring benefit stability. After the Great Recession, USDA permitted states to waive 

the annual update of the SUA for FY2010 if an update would have resulted in a decrease for 

households whose circumstances remained constant- in order to “maintain benefit stability” 

and preserve the simulative effects of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.27 

USDA stated the waiver was offered in order to “balance the need to base the benefit structure 

on current price levels while cushioning the impact on household benefits during a difficult 

economic period.”28  This was important for states like Massachusetts, where households 

coming out of the Great Recession had very high rates of food insecurity. The NPRM does not 

mention USDA’s historic recognition of the importance of giving states the flexibility to assess 

whether its HCSUA strikes that balance.  

2. The SUA helps states administer an effective and efficient SNAP 

program, which USDA fails to account for in the proposed rule.  
 

Forty-eight states – including Massachusetts -- have chosen to mandate the SUA methodology 

for calculating utility expenses versus the more cumbersome process of verifying actual 

expenses. USDA has historically recognized that verification of actual utility costs creates 

significant administrative tasks for households and states, and is a highly error prone process.   

 

 

                                                           
26 DTA Operations Memo 2011-14, April 12, 2011. 
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OM%202011-14.pdf 
DTA Operations Memo 2012-44, September 24, 2012. 
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OM%202012-44.pdf 
DTA Online Guide Transmittal 2015-52, September 18, 2015. 
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/52.pdf 
DTA Online Guide Transmittal 2016-52, September 30, 2016. 
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OLGT%202016-
52%20SUA%20and%20COLA%20change.pdf 
27  USDA Memorandum. SNAP – Standard Utility Allowance (SUA) Annual Review and Adjustment Biennial Option – 
Blanket Waiver of 273.9(d0(6)(iii). August 18, 2009. Appendix F.   
28 USDA Memorandum. SNAP – Standard Utility Allowance (SUA) Annual Review and Adjustment Wavier for 
Certain States – Modification and Extension. December 2, 2010. Appendix G.   

https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OM%202011-14.pdf
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OM%202012-44.pdf
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/52.pdf
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OLGT%202016-52%20SUA%20and%20COLA%20change.pdf
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/OLGT%202016-52%20SUA%20and%20COLA%20change.pdf
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A. USDA does not address the impact on states which choose to move to a 

voluntary HCSUA in order to mitigate benefit cuts.  
 

USDA assumes in the RIA that some states may change from mandatory to voluntary SUAs “to 

minimize benefit losses for households with utility expenses above the new HCSUA value.”29  

While it is possible that some states may elect the voluntary SUA option, a voluntary SUA 

backtracks on the significant movement states have made to modernize and simplify 

administration of a complex program. Claiming and verifying actuals would be a burdensome 

and difficult process to navigate for both the state and low-income households, especially after 

decades of not requiring proof of actual costs. SNAP applicants and recipients would need to 

verify a myriad of utility costs, some of which vary substantially by season. Low-income 

households may change utility providers, may not have documentation readily available, or 

may under claim expenses they have incurred due to confusion about how to verify costs.    

Massachusetts and other states have worked hard to modernize their SNAP eligibility systems 

while ensuring program accuracy – including reducing verifications by relying on trusted data 

sources and minimizing paperwork where appropriate.  

USDA’s “sensitivity analysis” in the RIA made assumptions about the estimated reduction in 

SNAP benefits based on 10 or 20 percent of states moving to voluntary SUAs.30 However, USDA 

did not examine the administrative costs such changes would create for those states. Such costs 

include the increased need for case worker assistance and accommodations states would need 

to provide to persons with disabilities, systems changes, verification notice changes, extensive 

training, and community outreach. USDA also did not provide analysis of the benefit reduction 

impact on the subset of households (especially seniors and persons with disabilities) who seek 

to claim actuals but will be unable to provide the extensive verification of utility costs incurred.  

Instead of forcing states to choose between cutting SNAP or contending with a very 

burdensome verification requirement, we urge USDA to work directly with states with low 

HCSUAs to identify reliable state or regional utility data to create an adequately high HCSUA. 

 

 

                                                           
29 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, page 30.  
30 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, page 31.  



                                                                                     

10 
 

B. USDA fails to adequately identify additional administrative costs of the proposed 

HCSUA changes. 
 

The NPRM states that “Because FNS would calculate HCSUA, telecommunications SUA, and caps 

for LUAs and single utility allowance, the required burden on States would be significantly 

reduced.” (84 FR 52814). USDA fails to take into account the LUA and/or single utility allowance 

calculations that would still need to be done by states, as states would continue to use their 

own methodologies.  

Beyond this misleading sentence in the NPRM, USDA fails to mention or account for any of the 

significant administrative costs states would incur in order to implement the proposed rule, 

including:  

 Developing guidance and training staff on the HCSUA changes so that case managers 

can accurately inform households impacted.   

 Responding to high call volume and increased foot traffic at local offices, as SNAP 

households respond to a significant cut in benefits.31  

 Possible delays in timely processing and regular case maintenance activities.  

 Developing and mailing notices/materials explaining the change to 200,000 households. 

 Communicating with stakeholders and community partners.   

There may be additional areas where states would incur costs as a result of this rule – but since 

USDA did not include any administrative costs of enacting this proposed rule, it is impossible for 

public to comment meaningfully on this important element.  

3. USDA’s justifications for its proposed SUA rule are unconvincing 

and arbitrary. 
 

USDA’s purports to have an equity-based rationale to explain why it seeks to remove states’ 

ability to calculate SUAs, but this is unsupported by evidence of why energy costs vary across 

the country. USDA claims that the current SUA rule “causes inequities from State to State.” (84 

FR 52810). Other than merely observing differences in the HCSUA ranges between a handful of 

states, USDA does not adequately explain or thoroughly explore in the NPRM why these SUA 

“inequities” might occur – such as significant variations in energy costs and/or that some states 

have failed to thoroughly document their utility costs to establish appropriate HCSUA levels.  In 

                                                           
31 Cutting SNAP for nearly half of the Massachusetts SNAP caseload will result in a significant increase in workload 
for the state, regardless of how the changes are phased in.  
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fact, USDA’s proposed solution itself creates inequities by leaving households with the 

highest energy costs at risk of having their utility costs under-counted in the SNAP math.  

While utility costs can vary significantly from region to region and across state lines, USDA 

attempts to prove its points about “inequities” using extreme examples, rather than 

highlighting neighboring with HCSUAs comparable in value. For example, the majority of New 

England states have HCSUAs that differ by less than $100: Massachusetts ($643), Maine ($699), 

New Hampshire ($724) and Connecticut ($736). USDA does not explain why it has ignored in its 

analysis the similarities in the values of the HCSUA in the New England region.  

USDA also did not adequately explain in the NPRM why states’ current SUA methodologies, 

which FNS has approved for years, are inappropriate or why such a dramatic departure from 

the past 40 years of SUA policy is warranted.  

 

A. USDA’s conclusions based on U.S. Energy Information Administration data are 

misleading and incorrect.  

USDA’s RIA states that the variation in HCSUA values between states is greater than and not 

consistent with the variation in either per capita consumption or expenditures.32 USDA relied 

on the U.S. Energy Information Administration’s (EIA) State Energy Data System (SEDS) for this 

analysis, but provides no context for its analysis and draws incorrect conclusions from the SEDS 

data.33 The per capita analysis USDA provides draws conclusions without taking into account 

limitations of the EIA data or possible price differences for low income consumers, and without 

clearly describing the types of energy costs used to determine consumption or expenditure 

costs. This is not an accurate way of demonstrating the cost of utilities for low-income 

consumers state to state. 

In Figure 1 of the RIA, USDA incorrectly aggregates energy consumption data for residential, 

commercial, industrial, and transportation sectors when residential costs are only a portion of 

total energy consumption data. Yet, in Massachusetts, the residential sector accounts for only 

                                                           
32 Regulatory Impact Analysis, Pages 7-10.  
33 The EIA explicitly notes in the Introduction to its Technical Notes on the SEDS energy expenditures: “It is also 
important to note that, even within a state, a single average price may have limited meaning in that it represents a 
consumption-weighted average over a whole state. For example, urban and rural electricity prices can vary 
significantly from a state’s weighted average, and prices in one region of a state may differ from those in another 
because of access to less expensive hydroelectricity. Differences within a state may also be greater than differences 
among adjacent states. Thus, the principal value of the estimates in these tables lies in general comparisons among 
the states, interstate comparisons for a given year, and the analysis of trends over several years.” U.S. Energy 
Information Administration, State Energy Data System, Introduction to the Technical Notes: State Energy Data 
2017: Prices and Expenditures. https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_prices/notes/pr_intro.pdf  

https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_prices/notes/pr_intro.pdf
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28.8% of end use consumption in the state.34 USDA further states “Wyoming and Louisiana rank 

among the highest in per capita consumption and expenditures, but their HCSUAs are among 

the lowest.”35 However, as an example of USDA’s misrepresentation of the consumption data, 

Louisiana’s residential sector energy consumption estimates per capita in 2017 actually put 

Louisiana in the bottom half of the country in terms of consumption - 28th out of 50 states and 

the District of Columbia.36  

Moreover, consumption data alone does not reflect actual costs incurred by low income 

consumers. If a particular utility is very expensive in a state, but consumption is lower, the cost 

may be similar as if a utility is less costly in a neighboring state but consumption is higher. For 

example, while Massachusetts ranks 39th in terms of consumption estimates per capita for the 

residential sector, the state ranks 13th in terms of total energy price estimates for the 

residential sector.37 

USDA also draws the overly simplistic conclusion that HCSUA values in New England states must 

not align with energy costs for residents because per capita expenditures in many New England 

states fall closer to the average nationally. It is impossible to comment fully on USDA’s 

conclusions drawn from the data in Figure 2 of the RIA on per capita expenditures because 

USDA did not include documentation of its calculations. However, given the inappropriate 

inclusion of commercial, industrial, and transportation sectors in the consumption mapping 

(Figure 1), it is likely USDA inappropriately included data for non-residential sectors in that 

mapping as well.  

USDA’s reliance on SEDS data to conclude that the HCSUA values of states like Massachusetts 

are out of sync with actual energy costs for low-income consumers is misleading and incorrect. 

USDA has not done its due diligence when evaluating the actual reasons behind why energy 

costs vary from state to state, and what connection such variations have with variations in the 

HCSUA.  

 

                                                           
34 U.S. Energy Information Administration. Table C1, Energy Consumption Overview: Estimates by Energy Source 
and End-Use Sector, 2017. https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_use/notes/use_print.pdf 
35 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, Page 10.  
36 U.S. Energy Information Administration. Table C13, Energy Consumption Estimates per Capita by End-Use Sector, 
Ranked by State, 2017. https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_use/notes/use_print.pdf 

38 U.S. Energy Information Administration, Massachusetts Profile and Energy Estimates. Updated July 19, 2019. 
https://www.eia.gov/state/analysis.php?sid=MA 

https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_use/notes/use_print.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_use/notes/use_print.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/state/analysis.php?sid=MA
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B. State HCSUA variability between states general reflects variability in underlying 

utility costs.   

USDA does not take into account in its NPRM or its RIA the reasons for utility cost variations 

and why different geographic areas rely on different mixtures of energy types and energy 

sources. There are a multitude of reasons why utility costs vary drastically not just within a 

state, but also across state lines. Electricity and natural gas prices, for example, are regulated at 

the state level and reflect a host of facts and state policy that can vary widely, even between 

adjoining states. Some states have expensive nuclear power plants or have substantial and 

inexpensive hydro resources, while contiguous states may not. Some states have abundant gas 

resources, while nearby states have fewer such resources. For example, Massachusetts has no 

natural gas reserves or production but consumes nearly half of the natural gas used in New 

England – most of which enters the state pipeline via reserves in New York and Rhode Island.38 

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce Global Energy Institute documents in its annual 2018 U.S. 

Electricity Price Map, “While the energy mix available within a state will play a large role in 

state electricity prices, energy-limiting policies in some states act to artificially elevate prices, 

making the price of electricity much more burdensome for consumers and businesses.”39 The 

Institute further explains that the variation in electrical costs for all sectors is directly related to 

shale gas resources: “While energy-rich states such as Pennsylvania and Ohio continue to watch 

their retail electric prices lowered by the benefits of abundant shale gas resources, New York 

and New England experienced across-the-board increases in their electricity rates during 2018. 

In fact, with the exception of perennially high-priced California, the top five absolute increases in 

state average rates across the continental United States occurred within New England.  So why 

does limited gas supply mean higher prices in the Northeast? It’s a simple tale of supply and 

demand. While the country on average depends on natural gas for 35% of national electric 

generation, the Northeast relied upon natural gas to fuel nearly 50% of its power plants. EIA 

data reveals that Massachusetts and Rhode Island lead the way in natural gas dependence, 

clocking in at 67% and 93%, respectively. Quite simply, more gas use and limited gas supply 

equals higher prices for New England.”40 

Comparing residential retail prices in September 2019 reported by the Energy Information 

Administration, Massachusetts’s electrical costs were among the top five states at 22.02 cents 

                                                           
38 U.S. Energy Information Administration, Massachusetts Profile and Energy Estimates. Updated July 19, 2019. 
https://www.eia.gov/state/analysis.php?sid=MA 
39 U.S. Department of Commerce Global Energy Institute, Average Electric Retail Prices for 2018  
https://www.globalenergyinstitute.org/average-electricity-retail-prices-map?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIxIew2J7y5QIVx5-
zCh0kwgbFEAMYAyAAEgKMXfD_BwE  
40 Knarkmuhs, Heath, Global Energy Institute, U.S. Chamber of Commerce. “Lagging Infrastructure Means Higher 
Electricity Prices.” March 18, 2019.  https://www.uschamber.com/series/above-the-fold/lagging-infrastructure-
means-higher-electricity-prices  

https://www.eia.gov/state/analysis.php?sid=MA
https://www.globalenergyinstitute.org/average-electricity-retail-prices-map?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIxIew2J7y5QIVx5-zCh0kwgbFEAMYAyAAEgKMXfD_BwE
https://www.globalenergyinstitute.org/average-electricity-retail-prices-map?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIxIew2J7y5QIVx5-zCh0kwgbFEAMYAyAAEgKMXfD_BwE
https://www.uschamber.com/series/above-the-fold/lagging-infrastructure-means-higher-electricity-prices
https://www.uschamber.com/series/above-the-fold/lagging-infrastructure-means-higher-electricity-prices
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per kilowatt hour, after Hawaii (31.17 cents), Alaska (23.89 cents), and Rhode Island (22.65 

cents), and before Connecticut (21.54 cents). Meanwhile, Pennsylvania – a state relatively close 

to Massachusetts -- currently faces residential electricity costs that are more than 60% lower 

than in MA (14.02 cents per kilowatt hour). 41  

If USDA wanted to improve SUA methodologies it could work with states to raise HCSUAs that 

are at odds with current state utility costs, and introduce recommendations of more consistent 

methodologies in a thoughtful way, without mandating a methodology for all states and using 

the HCSUA as a vehicle for cutting SNAP. 

4. USDA’s proposal to set the HCSUA as the 80th percentile is 

arbitrary and highly flawed. 
 

USDA fails to adequately justify setting the HCSUAs at the 80th percentile of utility costs, a level 

that appears completely arbitrary in order to achieve a significant cut in SNAP benefits. USDA 

rationalizes use of the 80th percentile of utility costs claiming it would “create more accurate 

standards while still capturing households that have higher than average utility costs,” (84 FR 

52810) while conceding that 22 states have established their HCSUA levels to meet or exceed 

the 85th percentile of low income household utility expenses. USDA further claims that the 

“best-available utility cost information from national sources” is “a combination of the 

“American Community Survey (ACS) and the Residential Energy Consumption Survey (RECS.)” 

(84 FR 52810).  

USDA offers no evidence that utility costs estimated using the proposed methodology are more 

accurate and reliable at the state-level than other methods states currently use and that have 

been approved by USDA.  

First, USDA fails to provide any details about exactly how they plan to use the ACS and RECS for 

a new federal HCSUA methodology, nor what alternative data sources and methods they might 

use in the future. National survey data, including ACS and RECS, has significant lags in the 

availability of the data, is not representative of all states, and/or does not include clear end-use 

data for all utility types encompassed in the HCSUA.42 Reliance on national survey data will 

likely result in highly inaccurate estimates of utility costs now and in the coming years.   

                                                           
41 U.S. Energy Information Administration. Table 5.6.A. Average Price of Electricity to Ultimate Customers by End-
Use Sector. Accessed Dec. 2, 2019. 
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.php?t=epmt_5_06_a 
42 In its RIA, USDA relies on SEDS to seek to demonstrate that HCSUAs do not align with energy costs across states. 
As described above, such analysis is deeply flawed. It is also worth highlighting that EIA warns that its national data 
has limitations (just as with other federal data sources): “Reliable data for state-level prices rarely exist, especially 
as series that are consistent over a long period. Estimates and assumptions are applied to fill data gaps and to 
maintain consistent definitions in the data series over time. SEDS incorporates the most consistent series and 

https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.php?t=epmt_5_06_a
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Secondly, USDA states that it will not “codify” the ACS and RECs in the final rule “in order to 

maintain flexibility in the event better sources become available or these surveys cease to 

provide the necessary information.” (84 FR 52811). USDA’s refusal to codify the SUA 

methodology or identify which alternate federal data sources it may use makes it impossible for 

commenters to comment on the proposed rule. 

Finally, USDA does not compare the benefits or drawbacks of its proposed methodology to 
those currently being used by states. Neither the NPRM nor RIA provide a comparison of 
HCSUAs under current rules and the proposed rule for the current fiscal year (FY2020) or the 
first year of implementation (FY2021). The lack of supporting evidence and justification makes it 
additionally difficult to comment on the merits of the proposed methodology and anticipated 
impact on SNAP households.  
 
If USDA wanted to pursue standardization of the HCSUA methodology in an equitable way, it 

should do so in a way that lets states use reliable state level data and recognizes the long 

standing administrative goal of setting the HCSUA high enough to cover the vast majority of 

households with utility costs (ie. the 95th percentile as described in the 1979 guidance). 

Minimally, USDA should have picked a higher threshold to prevent harming 20 percent of 

households that likely have higher utility expenses than the HCSUA. 

5. USDA provides no option for states to use reliable state-based 

energy cost data to establish the HCSUA. 
 

USDA states in the RIA that its proposal seeks to address variations found in the 2017 SUA 

Study. The 2017 study stated that “standardizing the development of SUAs is an incredibly 

complex process primarily because no single data source provides all of the information and 

characteristics needed to computer standardized SUAs.”43 USDA does not explain why its 

proposed methodology solves the inherent data limitations discussed in the 2017 study, nor 

does USDA recognize that state data sources provide more accurate data on utility costs for 

low-income households than national sources. The proposed methodology would use outdated 

federal data sources that would result in HCSUA amounts that are disconnected from the 

present realities of utility costs for low-income households.  

 

                                                           
procedures possible for these estimates and assumptions. However, users should recognize the limitations imposed 
on the system due to changing and inadequate data sources.” (emphasis added). 
U.S. Energy Information Administration, State Energy Data System, Introduction to the Technical Notes: State 
Energy Data 2017: Prices and Expenditures.  https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_prices/notes/pr_intro.pdf  
43 USDA, Methods to Standardize State Standard Utility Allowances. August 2017. 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/methods-standardize-state-standard-utility-allowances 

https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_prices/notes/pr_intro.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/methods-standardize-state-standard-utility-allowances
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A. Massachusetts has accurate, up to date, and reliable state and regional data to 

document energy costs and burden.   
 

States can obtain far more accurate and timely information about local residential utility costs 

than from national sources such as RECS or ACS. Massachusetts has access to state utility costs 

on a wide variety of metrics, including costs by geographic area, season, energy type, and end 

use. Massachusetts utility companies keep precise track of the quantities of energy their 

customers consume and the dollar amount of the bills rendered for those quantities of energy 

delivered. Massachusetts state agencies also track data of utilities they regulate. Further, the 

state is required to report extensive state utility data as part of the Low Income Energy 

Assistance Program (LIHEAP) performance measures.44  

For example: 

 The Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) 
administers LIHEAP in the state and tracks quarterly data on fuel types (oil, natural gas, 
coal, kerosene, wood, propane, and electricity), including whether the fuel source is the 
primary heating source for households, the average total amount billed for each type, 
and the average quantity consumed.   

 The Massachusetts Department of Public Utilities (DPU) oversees natural gas and water 
companies in Massachusetts. They track utility rates for electric companies and provide 
a consumer facing electricity price comparison tool.45  

 The Massachusetts Water Resources Authority (MWRA) tracks rates and provides 

wholesale water and sewer services to 3.1 million people in 61 metropolitan Boston 

communities. The MWRA is a useful resource for understanding the base price and rate 

fluctuations for water/sewer use in its member communities.46  

 The Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources (DOER) gathers energy data, 

including tracking variability of prices and the reasons why prices change from year to 

year and within a season.47  For example, DOER publishes weekly reports on the 

significant variations in oil and propane costs. Based on recent weekly surveys done in 

                                                           
44 The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) also requires LIHEAP state agencies to report on 
certain LIHEAP Performance Measures,44 including the volume of fuels delivered and average per household 
expenditure. See New LIHEAP Performance Measures, https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/pm/needtoknow.htm   
45 Massachusetts Department of Public Utilities. https://www.mass.gov/orgs/department-of-public-utilities. 
Energy Switch MA tool found at http://www.energyswitchma.gov/#/ 
46 The MWRA are a wholesaler for member communities and set water and sewer rates for those communities, 
which typically makes up 45% of the amount that communities bill customers. For information on water/sewer 
rates: http://www.mwra.com/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm 
47 MA Department of Energy Resources. Household Heating Costs. https://www.mass.gov/info-details/household-
heating-costs#factors-impacting-heating-prices-. Also see Energy Policy Planning and Analysis Division, which 
works to “gather and analyze energy data to provide a comprehensive overview of energy prices, competitive 
markets, energy resiliency and more for the Commonwealth.” https://www.mass.gov/orgs/energy-policy-
planning-analysis-division 

https://liheapch.acf.hhs.gov/pm/needtoknow.htm
https://www.mass.gov/orgs/department-of-public-utilities
http://www.energyswitchma.gov/#/
http://www.mwra.com/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/household-heating-costs#factors-impacting-heating-prices-
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/household-heating-costs#factors-impacting-heating-prices-
https://www.mass.gov/orgs/energy-policy-planning-analysis-division
https://www.mass.gov/orgs/energy-policy-planning-analysis-division
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November 2019, DOR reported heating oil prices ranging from $2.35 to $4.60/gallon 

(average retail price is $2.94/gallon)48 as well as variations in propane prices ranging 

from $2.14 to $4.47/gallon (average retail price of $2.91/gallon).49 

 ISO-New England is a not-for-profit corporation that provides electric grid data including 

real-time pricing, energy usage and generation sources.50 

 Mass Save Data tracks monthly MWh usage data for electricity and monthly therm 

usage data for gas by town and by county. Mass Save Data also tracks electricity and gas 

costs for all major electric and gas companies in MA, broken down by types of 

residential buildings and low income factors.51  

 The MA Energy Efficiency Advisory Council addresses issues of energy efficiency, 

including by conducting studies and research on energy efficiency for a host of groups, 

including low-income households, weatherization programs for low-income households, 

and more. 52  

 The Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) tracks costs of trash 

collection and disposal in about 145 municipalities across the state.53 Additional state 

municipalities who require fees for trash bags and/or trash disposal have this 

information readily available.54  

 

Appendix J lists numerous state data sources that could provide documentation of energy-

related costs in Massachusetts. The Massachusetts Department of Transitional Assistance has 

obtained and used such data before with minimal administrative cost.  

Rather than mandating that all states use a HCSUA set based on outdated and substandard 

national sources, USDA should work with individual states who are under-claiming their 

HCSUAs by helping identify regional or state utility data sources that provide up to date and 

accurate data regarding energy burdens.   

                                                           
48 Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources, Weekly Average Retail Heating Oil Price Survey. Accessed Nov. 
26, 2019. https://www.mass.gov/service-details/massachusetts-retail-heating-oil-prices  
49 Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources Weekly Average Retail Propane Price Survey. Accessed Nov. 26, 
2019. https://www.mass.gov/service-details/massachusetts-retail-propane-prices  
50 ISO New England. https://www.iso-ne.com/about 
51 Mass Save Data. https://www.masssavedata.com/public/home 
52 MA Energy Efficiency Advisory Council. http://ma-eeac.org/ 
53 Pay-As-You-Throw (PAYT)/Save-Money-And-Reduce-Trash (SMART). https://www.mass.gov/lists/pay-as-you-
throw-paytsave-money-and-reduce-trash-smart 
54 For example: 

 Braintree. Base annual fee for trash is $150 per residence).  https://www.braintreema.gov/314/Trash-
Bills-Sticker-Permits 

 Springfield. Annual trash fee of $90.00 for each city-provided trash container. https://www.springfield-
ma.gov/dpw/index.php?id=156 

 Salem. Residents pay a monthly trash fee of $18. https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-
trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information 

https://www.mass.gov/service-details/massachusetts-retail-heating-oil-prices
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/massachusetts-retail-propane-prices
https://www.iso-ne.com/about
https://www.masssavedata.com/public/home
http://ma-eeac.org/
https://www.mass.gov/lists/pay-as-you-throw-paytsave-money-and-reduce-trash-smart
https://www.mass.gov/lists/pay-as-you-throw-paytsave-money-and-reduce-trash-smart
https://www.braintreema.gov/314/Trash-Bills-Sticker-Permits
https://www.braintreema.gov/314/Trash-Bills-Sticker-Permits
https://www.springfield-ma.gov/dpw/index.php?id=156
https://www.springfield-ma.gov/dpw/index.php?id=156
https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information
https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information
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B.  USDA eliminates flexibility of states to vary the SUA based on factors that 

contribute to different utility costs.  
 

USDA proposes eliminating the option for states to vary the HCSUA by factors such as 

household size, geographical area, or season (84 FR 52811), further reducing the ability of 

states to meaningfully account for utility cost differences.  

USDA’s rationale fails to recognize that one of the reasons these current options are not used 

by states like Massachusetts is because the state’s HCSUA generally covers utility costs for 

nearly all households at all points of the year. It is possible that more states would wish to avail 

themselves of this important option if HCSUAs were cut by USDA so that 20 percent of 

households have utility costs that exceed a state’s HCSUA.    

USDA also fails to recognize that mandating a HCSUA at the 80th percentile does not account for 

the vast variation in utility costs for households with different household sizes or square 

footage living space, 55 as well as variations in climate and between urban and rural areas.56  

USDA states in the RIA that it plans to eliminate these options in order to promote more benefit 

equity and due to “data limitations for areas with very small populations,” because the national 

data sources “cannot consistently develop HCSUAs for sub-State rural areas with very low 

populations.”57 USDA proposes eliminating a state option because of recognized shortcomings 

in the federal data sets it is considering using. This reasoning is backwards, and underscores the 

importance of allowing states to use accurate state based data to inform the HCSUA 

calculation. Further, if there was a federal methodology, this option would be a key way for 

states to demonstrate that certain areas or types of households contend with higher utility 

costs, and thus should be able to benefit from a HCSUA that is higher than a national number. 

Again, states have the best grasp of their state’s utility variability for different regions and 

demographics, and should be allowed to adjust their HCSUAs accordingly. This option is 

critically important for states and should be retained. USDA should take the limitations of 

                                                           
55 According to the Energy Information Administration’s Residential Energy Consumption Survey, households with 
6 or more members spent, on average, 86 percent more on energy in 2015 than single-person households. The 
largest households spent an average of nearly $2,500 compared to $1,300 among the smallest.  U.S. Energy 
Information Administration, Table CE1.1, Summary annual household site consumption and expenditures in the 
U.S.—totals and intensities, 2015. https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/data/2015/c&e/pdf/ce1.1.pdf  
56 Households in New England rural areas face higher energy burdens than in urban areas. A 2019 study found that 
the percentage of household income spent on energy bills is 33% higher in rural areas. MacDonald, Suzanne, et al. 
Bridging the rural efficiency gap: expanding access to energy efficiency upgrades in remote and high energy cost 
communities. June 14, 2019. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12053-019-09798-8 
57 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, page 19.  

https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/data/2015/c&e/pdf/ce1.1.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12053-019-09798-8
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federal data sources into account and retain the policy of the past 40 years to allow states to 

have input in the creation of their HCSUA.    

6. USDA’S treatment of Limited Utility Allowance and Single Utility 

Standards is arbitrary and reinforces that USDA’s proposal is 

motivated by a desire to cut SNAP benefits.  
 

We are struck by the lack of consistency and arbitrariness within the proposed rules. On the 

one hand, USDA is seeking to mandate that states use a USDA-generated standardized national 

methodology for the HCSUA. On the other hand, states would still be required to develop and 

use their own methodologies to calculate Limited Utility Allowances (LUAs) and Single Utility 

Standards (SUS’s), up to a capped amount (84 FR 52811). While we agree that it is appropriate 

to have states develop their own methodologies, we are confused as to why USDA believes a 

state methodology is acceptable for calculating LUAs and SUS’s, but not for HCSUAs. The 

difference in dollar value between the LUA and HCSUA is simply the difference between all non-

heating/cooling utility costs versus those same costs with the addition of heating/cooling costs. 

It is not logical for USDA to recognize that states should use their own methodologies for the 

LUA and fail to recognize that states should have a role in developing their HCSUAs as well.  

HCSUAs are the most widely applied utility allowances. USDA’s exceptions to the standardized 

national methodology reinforces that these proposed regulations are based solely on a desire 

to cut SNAP benefits rather than a thoughtful, evidence based, and consistent improvement to 

the methodologies. 

USDA also proposes to cap a state’s SUS’s and LUA at 35 percent and 70 percent of the state’s 

HCSUA, respectively. Just as with USDA’s choice to set HCSUAs at the 80th percentile of utility 

costs, USDA has set these caps arbitrarily and provided weak evidence to support them. USDA 

does not fully explain the basis for these cap levels nor show how it is making these 

comparisons in a way the public can meaningfully evaluate or comment on.   

7. USDA’s methodology and rationale for setting a cap on the 

telecommunications standard is misguided and confusing.  
 

USDA proposes allowing basic internet services to be combined with the costs of one telephone 

to create a broader telecommunications SUA (84 FR 52811, 52812). We appreciate that USDA 

recognizes the necessity of internet access for households to be successful in school, work, and 

the job search. We are glad USDA has proposed to include basic internet service as a 

component of the SUA.   
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However, we have two concerns with this proposal:  

 

First, USDA states it will calculate a capped maximum amount annually and that the standard 

would be $55 in FY2020 (84 FR 52811). USDA states in its RIA that “the $55 value was selected 

to represent the cost of an affordable one-line cell phone plan that includes data access.”58   

USDA’s explanation that “all but seven states have telephone standards below this cap”59 is 

flawed and entirely divorced from reason, as the telecommunications standard proposed also 

includes broadband costs. It makes no sense to compare a state’s telephone-only SUA to the 

proposed telephone plus broadband SUA as a way to rationalize such a low cap.   

 

Based on our research of phone and internet plans in Massachusetts (as detailed in Appendix J) 

a $55 standard is strikingly low and effectively prevents states from being able to meaningfully 

take into account phone and internet costs for low-income households. In addition to 

Massachusetts-specific data, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) found that typical 

consumers in the United States subscribe to both fixed and mobile services, and measured 

overall broadband affordability by calculating the average monthly cost U.S. consumers would 

pay to subscribe to both services. The FCC found that consumers incurred $123.62 per month 

for a mobile and fixed broadband connection.60  

 

USDA’s proposal to cap the telecommunications SUA significantly negates the value of including 

broadband in the SUA, and would prevent low-income households from being able to have 

their internet costs meaningfully included in the SNAP math. USDA’s proposed cap is out of 

touch with the realities of telecommunications costs: 

 

 Rural communities often pay higher prices for internet. Nationally, zip codes in the 

bottom 10 percent of population density pay up to 37 percent more on average for 

residential wired broadband than those in the top 10 percent.61  

 Households of more than one person often need to purchase plans with more than one 

line, especially for household members working, looking for work or in school. Many 

SNAP households include more than one person.62  

                                                           
58 USDA Regulatory Impact Analysis, Page 25.  
59 Ibid.  
60 Federal Communications Commission. International Broadband Data Report (Sixth). Page 47. February 2, 2018. 
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/international-broadband-data-reports/international-broadband-
data-report-4 
61 BroadbandNow Research. Digital divide: broadband pricing by state, zip code, and income level. 
https://broadbandnow.com/research/digital-divide-broadband-pricing-state-zip-income-2019  
62 USDA data shows the national average SNAP household has 2 people – 4 for households with multiple adults.  
USDA, Characteristics of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Households: Fiscal Year 2017. Table 3.4. 
Average values of selected characteristics by household composition. https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2017.pdf 

https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/international-broadband-data-reports/international-broadband-data-report-4
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/international-broadband-data-reports/international-broadband-data-report-4
https://broadbandnow.com/research/digital-divide-broadband-pricing-state-zip-income-2019
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2017.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2017.pdf
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 About 146 million people in the U.S. – about 45 percent of the nation’s population – do 

not have access to low-priced plans for residential wired broadband.63  

 Households often require internet access beyond data access on a smartphone. Some 

households have internet access but do not have a smartphone (instead they have a 

mobile phone or a landline that cannot access the internet), some are terminated from 

their phone plan due to lack of payment but continue to be able to access the internet 

by prioritizing paying the internet bill, etc.  

 Many of the core reasons low-income households need to access the internet are not 

readily accessible from a mobile phone. For example, mobile friendly online benefit 

applications are rare nationwide.64 Job applications, health care platforms, 

unemployment benefit forms, financial management tools, and other necessities of 

modern day life may not be mobile friendly.  

USDA should continue to recognize the reality of life for low-income households in the twenty-

first century and allow broadband costs to be incorporated into the SUA – but it should not cap 

such costs. Further, USDA should allow states to create their own telecommunications 

standard, subject to USDA approval. States are best equipped to know how much internet and 

phone plans cost across their state. 

Our second concern is the lack of USDA clarity about whether or not the telecommunications 

SUA would be counted as part of the proposed HCSUA. The preamble to the NPRM says that 

states may include the telecommunications costs as part of their LUA – but USDA does not 

address in the preamble what it intends in terms of the HCSUA. Based on USDA’s inclusion of 

“basic internet connection” in the proposed changes to 7 CFR 273.9(d)(6)(ii), we assume that 

USDA intends to include internet in the HCSUA. However, the lack of clarity makes it impossible 

to meaningfully comment. USDA states in footnote 17 of the RIA that “HCSUA values developed 

using the study methodology already include approximately $55 in telephone or 

communications expenditures.” This does not explain how such a value was taken into account, 

or what USDA is intending as part of its regulatory proposal.   

 

USDA’s proposed telecommunications standard cap reinforces that USDA’s proposed rule is not 

carefully thought out, is not based on real utility costs faced by low-income households, and is 

arbitrary. 

                                                           
63 BroadbandNow Research. Digital divide: broadband pricing by state, zip code, and income level. 
https://broadbandnow.com/research/digital-divide-broadband-pricing-state-zip-income-2019 
64 Code for America. Bringing Social Safety Net Benefits Online: Examining online platforms for all 50 states. August 
2019. https://www.codeforamerica.org/features/bringing-social-safety-net-benefits-online/ 

https://broadbandnow.com/research/digital-divide-broadband-pricing-state-zip-income-2019
https://www.codeforamerica.org/features/bringing-social-safety-net-benefits-online/
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8. The Proposed Rule does not meet the requirements of 5 U.S.C. § 

553(c) and would be arbitrary and capricious if finalized. 
 

The Proposed Rule violates the Rulemaking requirements of the Administrative Procedures Act 

(5 U.S.C. § 553(c)) and would be arbitrary and capricious if finalized because USDA fails to 

meaningfully address the proposed rule’s major departure from long-standing policy:    

 USDA did not provide the public with the relevant background it would need to evaluate 

the proposed rule.  Specifically, neither the NPRM nor the RIA describe the 1979 policy 

that laid out acceptable methodologies by which states could set SUAs, and which was 

relied upon for decades. Without this information, the public cannot meaningfully 

assess and comment upon whether the Proposed Rule’s significant departure from long-

standing policy is justified. 

 

 USDA did not adequately explain what was wrong with the SUA methodologies states 

have used – and USDA has approved – for decades, nor did it explain why it claims that 

its proposed methodology is superior. (In fact, USDA would have been hard pressed to 

do so because its proposed methodology is so vague that it is hard to meaningfully 

analyze it at all.)  

 

 USDA also failed to explain why it concluded that the national data sources on which it 

plans to rely are superior to the more accurate and current state-level data that states 

use to set their SUAs.  

In addition, the Proposed Rule violates 5 U.S.C. § 553(c) and would be arbitrary and capricious if 

finalized because it fails entirely to consider the significant upheaval and harm it would cause 

and grossly fails to appropriately assess its costs and its ramifications on low-income 

households and communities, all of which are detailed above. 

Moreover, if finalized, the Proposed Rule would be arbitrary and capricious because the 

Department’s stated rationale is unsupported by and inconsistent with available evidence. 

USDA’s purported rationale for the Proposed Rule is that it remedies inequity among states, yet 

it ignores the reality that utility costs vary greatly across the country based on a number of 

complex factors such that imposing a “one size fits all” solution is simply not viable and is 

unsupported by the available evidence.  Finally, where the Proposed Rule represents such a 

dramatic departure from a long-standing policy that has engendered significant reliance 

interests by states, USDA is required to provide reasoned justification for the change, which it 

has entirely failed to do. 
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9. Low-income households face high rates of energy insecurity and 

pay proportionally more than the average household for energy 

costs.  
 

A multitude of factors contribute to a high household energy burden. Commonly reported 

causes of high utility expenses include inefficiencies in housing (such as poor insulation or air 

leaks), dated heating systems and appliances, lack of tenant control over heating/cooling 

systems and appliances, lack of access to or information about relevant energy efficiency 

programs, and lack of knowledge about energy conservation measures. High energy burden can 

also be caused by income reductions or an increase in utility bills.65  Low-income households 

make up the majority of multifamily rentals. Families who rent tend to use more energy on 

average than owner-occupied homes, due in part to the difficulties renters face getting 

landlords to make energy efficiency investments.66 

According to the EIA, nearly one-third of all US households reported facing a challenge in paying 

energy bills or sustaining adequate heating and cooling in their homes in 2015. 67 Low incomes 

are a driving factor behind household energy insecurity: about 50 percent of households with 

income below $20,000 per year experienced household energy insecurity in 2015. 68 Household 

energy insecurity forces households to make difficult financial tradeoffs about which basic 

needs to meet. One in five U.S. households – 25 million households -- reported reducing or 

forgoing necessities such as food and medicine to pay an energy bill – and one in ten 

households reported keeping their home at an unhealthy or unsafe temperature. 69 

Household energy insecurity is exacerbated in Massachusetts due to the cold climate and 

disproportionate costs of energy for low income households. The lower the household’s 

income, the greater percentage of income must be spent on energy costs, increasing energy 

insecurity and the need to make “heat or eat” tradeoffs. Home energy costs are a crippling 

financial burden for low-income Massachusetts households: 

 Households with income between 50 and 100% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) paid 

17% of their annual income on home energy bills.  

                                                           
65 Drehobl, Ariel and Lauren Ross. “Lifting the High Energy Burden in America’s Largest Cities: How Energy 
Efficiency Can Improve Low Income and Underserved Communities.” Energy Efficiency for All, April 2016. 
https://assets.ctfassets.net/ntcn17ss1ow9/1UEmqh5l59cFaHMqVwHqMy/1ee1833cbf370839dbbdf6989ef8b8b4/
Lifting_the_High_Energy_Burden_0.pdf 
66 Ibid. 
67 “One in three U.S. households faces a challenge in meeting energy needs.” Sept. 19, 2018.  
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=37072  
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid.  

https://assets.ctfassets.net/ntcn17ss1ow9/1UEmqh5l59cFaHMqVwHqMy/1ee1833cbf370839dbbdf6989ef8b8b4/Lifting_the_High_Energy_Burden_0.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/ntcn17ss1ow9/1UEmqh5l59cFaHMqVwHqMy/1ee1833cbf370839dbbdf6989ef8b8b4/Lifting_the_High_Energy_Burden_0.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=37072
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 Households between 100 and 125% FPL paid 12% of their income on energy costs, while 

those between 125 and 150% paid 9%.70 

 The overwhelming majority of single family and multifamily low-income households 

(those with income at or below 80% of area median income), minority households, low-

income households residing in multifamily buildings, and renting households 

experienced higher energy burdens than the average household in the same city.71  

 The US Census Bureau’s 2013 American Housing Survey for Boston determined that 

energy burden for median gross income households was 2.76%; but nearly double 

(6.72%) for median low-income households. Almost 24% of Boston households had an 

energy burden over two times the median city energy burden. For low income 

households, that percent increased dramatically to 50 percent. 72 

USDA’s proposal to cut the HCSUA in Massachusetts would increase energy insecurity and 

worsen the difficult choices families already make in choosing to buy food or pay for shelter, 

utilities, or other necessities. 

10. Massachusetts is one of the most expensive states in the 

nation in which to live.  
 

Costs of living for the residents of Massachusetts – including housing, utilities, child care, 

transportation, and health care – are some of the highest in the nation.  

A. Housing costs are extremely high.   
 

Rent costs have been steadily increasing across the state, with significant increases in urban 

areas and Greater Boston. The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines 

households that are “cost burdened” by housing expenses as those with 30% or more of their 

income required for housing costs; and “severely cost burdened” are those households that 

must use 50% of their income or more for housing costs.73 HUD notes that “An estimated 12 

million renter and homeowner households now pay more than 50 percent of their annual 

incomes for housing. A family with one full-time worker earning the minimum wage cannot 

afford the local fair-market rent for a two-bedroom apartment anywhere in the United States.” 

                                                           
70 Fisher, Sheehan & Colton. The Home Energy Affordability Gap, Massachusetts. April 2019. 
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html 
71 Drehobl, Ariel and Lauren Ross. “Lifting the High Energy Burden in America’s Largest Cities: How Energy 
Efficiency Can Improve Low Income and Underserved Communities.” Energy Efficiency for All, April 2016. 
https://assets.ctfassets.net/ntcn17ss1ow9/1UEmqh5l59cFaHMqVwHqMy/1ee1833cbf370839dbbdf6989ef8b8b4/
Lifting_the_High_Energy_Burden_0.pdf 
72 Ibid. 
73 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Affordable Housing, (Accessed 12/1/19), 
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing/  

http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html
https://assets.ctfassets.net/ntcn17ss1ow9/1UEmqh5l59cFaHMqVwHqMy/1ee1833cbf370839dbbdf6989ef8b8b4/Lifting_the_High_Energy_Burden_0.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/ntcn17ss1ow9/1UEmqh5l59cFaHMqVwHqMy/1ee1833cbf370839dbbdf6989ef8b8b4/Lifting_the_High_Energy_Burden_0.pdf
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/comm_planning/affordablehousing/
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The exorbitant cost of housing in Massachusetts is well documented: 

 

 The National Low Income Housing Coalition found that Massachusetts is the third-most 

expensive state nationally for renters - workers need to make more than $33.81/ hour 

to afford a two-bedroom apartment, or work more than 112 hours per week at the 

current $12/hour minimum wage. In the Boston-Quincy-Cambridge area, workers would 

need to earn over $42.19 an hour to afford a two-bedroom apartment, $23.12 in 

Worcester and $26.23 in Lawrence.74  

 

 The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) calculated that in 2018, the “living 

wage” in Massachusetts for a single parent with two children was at least $70,011 

annually- at least $33.66/hour.75 

 

 The Massachusetts-based Citizens Housing and Planning Association (CHAPA) further 

analyzed the “housing wage” needed to live in the Commonwealth and the impact of 

housing costs on low-wage workers, and concluded. “This year’s findings demonstrate 

how far out of reach modestly priced housing is for the growing low-wage work force, 

despite recent wage growth, and for other vulnerable populations across the country”. 76  

CHAPA notes that working at the minimum wage of $12.00 in Massachusetts, a wage 

earner must have 2.3 full-time jobs or work 91 hours per week to afford a modest one-

bedroom apartment and work 2.8 full-time jobs or work 113 hours per week to afford a 

two-bedroom apartment.  The typical renter in Massachusetts earns $20.72 - $13.09 

less than the hourly wage needed to afford a modest rental home. 

 

 According to the Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard University, nearly half of 

Massachusetts renters were burdened with high rental costs, with one-quarter million 

renters (249,995 renters) being “severely burdened” with rental costs that consume at 

least 50%  of their income.  The Joint Center listed the median rent cost listed for 

Massachusetts in 2018 as $1,169/month.  

 
Limited housing stock coupled with economic growth and a growing population is also driving 
up home prices in Massachusetts, which in turn drives up property taxes and insurance. 
Growing homeownership costs are especially challenging for low-income seniors who own 

                                                           
74 Aurand, A., Emmanuel, D., Yentel, D., Out of Reach, The High Cost of Housing: 2018 National Low Income 
Housing Coalition. https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/OOR_2018.pdf  
75 Living Wage Calculator (2018 data), Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Massachusetts 

www.livingwage.mit.edu/states/25  
76 CHAPA Out of Reach Report  Press Release,  2019 https://www.chapa.org/housing-news/affordable-housing-is-

out-of-reach-in-massachusetts-for-people-with-low-incomes  

https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/oor/OOR_2018.pdf
http://www.livingwage.mit.edu/states/25
https://www.chapa.org/housing-news/affordable-housing-is-out-of-reach-in-massachusetts-for-people-with-low-incomes
https://www.chapa.org/housing-news/affordable-housing-is-out-of-reach-in-massachusetts-for-people-with-low-incomes
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homes and live on fixed incomes. 77 The recently released 2019 Elder Index confirms that 
housing costs for seniors in Massachusetts are about 120% to 130% higher than the national 
average, underscoring the financial stress seniors seeking to age at home face across the 
state.78   
 
This trend is clear in Greater Boston. 32% of owner-occupied units in Boston are headed by 
older adults.79 28% of Boston seniors own a mortgaged home, and 24% have paid off the 
mortgage.80 Half of seniors in the city live in housing that was built before 1940 - exacerbating 
home maintenance challenges as older homes may increase cost and difficulties for low-income 
seniors.81 Among Boston residents age 60 and older, 38% who own their own home experience 
high cost burden (paying more than 30% of income on mortgage, utilities, taxes and insurance). 
This is especially true for older adults age 80 and over, with 41% of owners facing high cost 
burden.82 
 

B. Utility costs in Massachusetts are higher than in most states.  
 

Massachusetts households spend 22 percent more on energy costs than the US average.83 The 

state’s higher than average energy use is driven primarily by cooler weather. Massachusetts 

heating degree days (the demand for energy to heat a building) are significantly higher than the 

national number of heating degree days.84  

The primary heating fuel for Massachusetts homeowners and renters is natural gas (50% and 

52%, respectively). The secondary heating fuel for homeowners was oil (36%) and then 

electricity (7%). The secondary heating fuel for renters was electricity (29%) and then oil 

(14%).85 In 2018, actual home energy bills exceeded affordable home energy bill amounts for 

households below 200% FPL by, on average, $1,229 per household.86  

                                                           
77 Sherman, Eli. The Patriot Ledger. “Housing crisis leaves seniors feeling stuck in Massachusetts.” March 4, 2019. 
https://www.patriotledger.com/news/20190304/housing-crisis-leaves-seniors-feeling-stuck-in-massachusetts 
78 Review of Massachusetts Elder Index vs. United States Elder Index. Mutchler, Jan, Yang Li, et al. Center For Social 
And Demographic Research On Aging Gerontology Institute, University of Massachusetts Boston. “Living Below The 
Line: Economic Insecurity and Older Americans Insecurity in the States 2019.” November 2019. 
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=demographyofaging 
79 Aging in Boston. City of Boston Commissioner on Affairs of the Elderly and the  
Gerontology Institute at UMass Boston. Spring 2014. https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/4-
14%20UMASS%20Aging%20Report_tcm3-44127.pdf 
80 Ibid.  
81 Ibid.  
82 Ibid.  
83 Mass.gov. Mass. Home Heating Profile Background. https://www.mass.gov/service-details/mass-home-heating-
profile-background 
84 Ibid.  
85 Ibid 
86 Fisher, Sheehan & Colton. The Home Energy Affordability Gap, Massachusetts. April 2019. 

http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html 

https://www.patriotledger.com/news/20190304/housing-crisis-leaves-seniors-feeling-stuck-in-massachusetts
https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/4-14%20UMASS%20Aging%20Report_tcm3-44127.pdf
https://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/4-14%20UMASS%20Aging%20Report_tcm3-44127.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/mass-home-heating-profile-background
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/mass-home-heating-profile-background
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html
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 The percent of households using natural gas for heating was higher than the US average 

(in 2017, 52% versus 48% nationally). The percent using oil for home heating was 

significantly higher than the US average – 25.9% of homes versus only 4.7% nationally.87  

As of August 2019 the average price of residential natural gas (per 1,000 cubic feet) was 

$17.10 – slightly lower than the national average of $18.58. In 2018, the average price of 

residential natural gas was $15.47 in Massachusetts – compared to $10.50 nationally.88 

Eversource, which serves 1.4 million customers in Massachusetts, increased their 

natural gas rates as of November 1, 2019. The average monthly bill increased by about 

$22 per month, or 14%, compared to last winter.89 

 

 Oil and propane prices have been rising substantially -- during the 2017/2018 winter, oil 

costs rose 27% and propane costs rose almost 10%.90 Transportation costs of bringing 

fuel such as natural gas and oil to the Northeast drives up heating prices. Further, 

because of the state’s reliance on oil heat, Massachusetts is vulnerable to fuel oil 

shortages and price spikes during the winter months.91  Currently, Massachusetts 

residents pay about $2.77/gallon of propane compared with the U.S. average of 

$1.89/gallon.92 

 Electricity costs, used for heating, lighting and/or home appliances, are also on the rise.  

In 2019, the average Massachusetts resident paid 21.54 cents per kWh for electricity, 

ranking fourth highest after Hawaii, Alaska, and Rhode Island.93 Beginning in November 

2019, National Grid’s residential electric rates increased by 15.2% - or about $21 per 

month on average – compared to rates last winter. National Grid provides electric 

service to about 1.2 million customers in Massachusetts.94  

 

                                                           
87 US Energy Information Administration, Primary Energy Source used for home heating (share of households). 
https://www.eia.gov/beta/states/states/ma/data/dashboard/consumption 
88 US Energy Information Administration, Natural Gas Summary. 
https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_sum_lsum_a_EPG0_PRS_DMcf_m.htm 
89 Wade, Christian. Heating costs expected to rise: Utilities seek higher electric, natural gas rates. Nov. 7, 2019. 
https://www.salemnews.com/news/local_news/heating-costs-expected-to-rise/article_c13f64e7-0c11-59d7-92a3-
8fa51ab37f32.html  
90 Fisher, Sheehan & Colton. The Home Energy Affordability Gap, Massachusetts. April 2019. 

http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html 
91 U.S. Energy Information Administration, Massachusetts Profile and Energy Estimates. Updated July 19, 2019. 
https://www.eia.gov/state/analysis.php?sid=MA 
92 US Energy Information Administration. Heating Oil and Propane Weekly Data as of November 2019, 
https://www.eia.gov/petroleum/heatingoilpropane/ 
93  U.S. Energy Information Administration, Electric Power Monthly by state 2019  
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.php?t=epmt_5_6_a     
94 Wade, Christian. “Heating costs expected to rise- Utilities seek higher electric, natural gas rates.” The Salem 
News, Nov. 7, 2019. https://www.salemnews.com/news/local_news/heating-costs-expected-to-
rise/article_c13f64e7-0c11-59d7-92a3-8fa51ab37f32.html 

https://www.eia.gov/beta/states/states/ma/data/dashboard/consumption
https://www.salemnews.com/news/local_news/heating-costs-expected-to-rise/article_c13f64e7-0c11-59d7-92a3-8fa51ab37f32.html
https://www.salemnews.com/news/local_news/heating-costs-expected-to-rise/article_c13f64e7-0c11-59d7-92a3-8fa51ab37f32.html
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html
https://www.eia.gov/state/analysis.php?sid=MA
https://www.eia.gov/petroleum/heatingoilpropane/
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.php?t=epmt_5_6_a
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We note that in 2018, the Administration changed the funding formula for LIHEAP to favor 

states that use electricity for heating and cooling. Massachusetts, Connecticut and Rhode Island 

lost a significant amount of LIHEAP funding. Massachusetts received $114 million in LIHEAP 

dollars for FY2020 – $22 million less than FY201995 and $34 million less than FY2018.96  

LIHEAP does not adequately address the “Home Energy Affordability Gap” in Massachusetts – 

even before such significant cuts were enacted. In 2018, the number of annual low-income 

heating and cooling bills “covered” by LIHEAP was 110,070 – versus 136,934 the year prior.97  

C. Massachusetts food costs are the highest in the nation.   
 

Based on data analyzed by Feeding American and the Greater Boston Food Bank, food costs in 

Massachusetts are the highest in the U.S – and are nearly 18 percent more than the national 

average.98  USDA predicts that food costs nationwide will increase for 2019 between 1% and 

2%: dairy prices are expected to rise 3% to 4%; vegetable prices will rise 2.5% to 3.5%; fresh 

fruit will become 2% - 3% more expensive; cereal and bakery prices will go up 2% to 3%; and 

prices for beef, poultry and veal will rise 1% to 2%, while pork prices could drop 0.75%.99 Food 

prices in Massachusetts are driven by a combination of limited viable farms, harsh winters, high 

land costs, development demands and transportation costs.100  

Despite nearly nine years of economic recovery from the Great Recession - one out of every ten 

households in Massachusetts during 2018 still lacked the resources necessary to afford enough 

food for all household members to lead active, healthy lives.101  The high cost of food limits the 

ability of households to cover food needs, exacerbated by the SNAP benefit allotment based on 

the woefully outdated “Thrifty Food Plan”. 102   Nor are all household members necessarily 

                                                           
95 See  2019 Funding Release of LIHEAP Block Grant Funds to States and Territories. 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/ocs/comm_liheap_q1release_dcl_statesandterr.pdf    
96 2018 Second Release of LIHEAP Block Grant Funds to States and Territories under the Consolidated 
Appropriations Act, 2018 (P.L. 115-141)  
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/ocs/comm_liheap_finalappropdcltable_statesterrs_fy2018.pdf 
97 Fisher, Sheehan & Colton. The Home Energy Affordability Gap, Massachusetts. April 2019. 
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/03a_affordabilityData.html  
98 The Greater Boston Food Bank, “New Data Shows Cost Of Food In Massachusetts Highest In United States,” May 
1, 2019. https://www.gbfb.org/news/press-releases/cost-food-massachusetts/ 
99  USDA Economic Research Service, Food Price Outlook, 2019-2020, November 2019 forecasts 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-price-outlook/summary-findings/  
100  Mass Department of Agricultural Resources, Agriculture Resources Facts and Statistics 
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/agricultural-resources-facts-and-statistics#current-statistics-  
101 Cook, J.T., Poblacion, A.  An avoidable $2.4 Billion Cost: The Estimated Health Related Costs of Food Insecurity 
and Hunger in Massachusetts. Children’s HealthWatch, February 2018. http://macostofhunger.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/full-report.pdf  
102 Food Research & Action Center, Replacing the Thrifty Food Plan in Order to Provide Adequate Allotments for 
SNAP Beneficiaries. December 2012. http://frac.org/research/resource-library/replacing-thrifty-food-plan-order-
provide-adequate-allotments-snap-beneficiaries  
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included in the SNAP benefit allotment, such as individuals subject to the 3 month time limit. 

Further reductions in SNAP will only exacerbate food insecurity.  

 

11. The proposed rule will cause significant harm to 

Massachusetts residents.  
 

Many low-income Massachusetts households face a persistent challenge to put enough food on 

the table. Because food insecurity and hunger can occur any time of the year as household 

circumstances and finances change, SNAP benefits need to protect against food insecurity every 

month, not just in some months. Cutting SNAP by reducing the HCSUA would exacerbate the 

very real economic challenges faced by residents across the Commonwealth. 

A. The proposed rule disproportionately harms older adults and persons with 

disabilities.   
 

USDA’s NPRM and RIA acknowledge that the proposed rule standardizing the HCSUA would 

have the greatest impact on very low income households with either an elderly member or an 

individual with disabilities (84 FR 52813) because these households are not subject to the SNAP 

shelter deduction cap imposed on other SNAP households. 7 CFR 273.9(d)(6)(ii).103  

Over half (57.4%) of the 755,625 Massachusetts SNAP recipients are age 60+ or have severe 

disabilities.104 Nearly two thirds (59% ) of Massachusetts SNAP households with seniors or 

persons with disabilities will see their SNAP cut under the proposed.105 Over 20,000 children in 

MA receive Supplemental Security Income due to the severity of their disabilities.106 Many of 

these children, their siblings, and their caretakers who receive SNAP could be harmed by the 

proposed rule. In our estimation, the most significant harm will be felt by households with an 

elder or disabled member with household income between about 70% and 130% FPL 

(depending on household size). See Appendix I.    

                                                           
103 USDA’s Regulatory Impact Analysis, Page 28.  
104  Center for Budget and Policy Priorities. Massachusetts Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Fact Sheet. 

Feb 2017. https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/snap_factsheet_massachusetts.pdf and 
Department of Transitional Assistance Performance Scorecard, November 2019. 
https://www.mass.gov/lists/department-of-transitional-assistance-performance-scorecards 
105 Center on Budget and Policy Priorities analysis based on the USDA Regulatory Impact Analysis for the proposed 
rule and FY2017 SNAP Household Characteristics (or Quality Control) data. 
106 Social Security Administration. Number of recipients in state (by eligibility category, age, and receipt of OASDI 
benefits) and amount of payments, by county, December 2018. 
https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/ssi_sc/2018/ma.pdf 
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The majority of Massachusetts older adults live on fixed incomes, with older women and 

persons of color disproportionately aging into poverty. In the University of Massachusetts 

Gerontology Institute’s 2019 analysis of the basic living expenses for older adults living alone 

and living with others, the Institute found that single older people in Massachusetts are more 

likely to face economic insecurity than are single older people in any other state.107 Housing, 

food, transportation and health care costs were the driving factors behind this economic 

insecurity. Indeed, health care costs alone have increased substantially since 2016. Annual 

health care costs have risen to $5,580 per older adult.108    

A decrease in SNAP benefits forces elder and disabled recipients to make additional trade-offs 

between buying food, paying for housing, medication, or other life necessities. Reducing SNAP 

by an estimated $600 per year for elder/disabled households will make such trade-offs even 

more severe and would increase food insecurity.  Food insecure older adults are at greater risk 

of exacerbating health problems including chronic heart disease, depression, diabetes, 

asthma.109 A five year longitudinal study found that access to SNAP benefits reduces the 

likelihood of hospital admission of an older adult by 14 percent, reduces admission to a nursing 

home by 23 percent, and generates an average of $2,100 in annual healthcare savings for every 

older adult enrolled in the SNAP program.110 

The proposed rule to standardize the HCSUA also flies in the face of Congressional Intent to 

protect elder and disabled households.  

In the Amendments to the Food Stamp Act of 1979, Congress rescinded an earlier Food Stamp 

change that had imposed a shelter cap and removed the medical expense deduction for elder 

and disabled households.111 In the Senate Conference Report, the Committee specifically noted 

that:  

                                                           
107 University of Massachusetts-Boston, Gerontology Institute, Living Below the Line: Economic Insecurity and 

Older Americans. November 2019. 
https://scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=demographyofaging The Institute also 
found that older couples are more likely to face economic insecurity in Massachusetts than in all other states 
except Vermont and New York. 
108WBGH Massachusetts Seniors Facing Growing Living Costs, New Data Shows, 5/10/19    

https://www.wgbh.org/news/local-news/2019/05/10/massachusetts-seniors-facing-growing-living-costs-new-
data-shows  
109 National Foundation to End Senior Hunger, Health Consequences of Senior Hunger, February 2014. 

https://www.aaa1b.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/Health-Consequences-of-Food-Insecurity-final.pdf  
110 Szanton et al. BMC Geriatrics Food assistance is associated with decreased nursing home admissions for 

Maryland’s dually eligible older adults   (2017) 17:162  https://www.hilltopinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/publications/FoodAssistanceDecreasedNHAdmissions-BMCGeriatrics-2017.pdf See summary 
from Benefits Data Trust. Policy Brief: Seniors and SNAP.  https://www.bdtrust.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/08/Policy-Brief-FINAL.   
111 Public Law 96-58 and Public Law 96-249, amending 7 USC 2014 (5)(e).  

https://scholarworks.umb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=demographyofaging
https://www.wgbh.org/news/local-news/2019/05/10/massachusetts-seniors-facing-growing-living-costs-new-data-shows
https://www.wgbh.org/news/local-news/2019/05/10/massachusetts-seniors-facing-growing-living-costs-new-data-shows
https://www.aaa1b.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/Health-Consequences-of-Food-Insecurity-final.pdf
https://www.hilltopinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/publications/FoodAssistanceDecreasedNHAdmissions-BMCGeriatrics-2017.pdf
https://www.hilltopinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/publications/FoodAssistanceDecreasedNHAdmissions-BMCGeriatrics-2017.pdf
https://www.bdtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Policy-Brief-FINAL
https://www.bdtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Policy-Brief-FINAL
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“Changes in the Food Stamp eligibility and benefits rules legislated in 1977 are causing 

severe hardships among elderly and disabled recipients with high medical and shelter 

expenses. Their benefits will continue to be insufficient to ensure an adequate diet, 

unless congress acts to require that their extraordinary medical and shelter expenses are 

taken into account in establishing their need for food stamp aid… The emergency 

situation now being faced by elderly and disabled recipients with high medical and 

shelter costs – forcing them to choose between food and necessary medical or shelter 

expenses – is alleviated by providing that these expenses can be deducted when they 

consume excessive amounts of the recipients' income.”112 

The U.S Senate Special Committee on Aging of the 97th Congress issued a detailed report 

prepared by the Congressional Research Service highlighting the important legislation enacted 

by the 96th Congress that had an impact on the “quality of life of our Nation’s older 

Americans.”113 The report specifically highlighted legislation that improved elder access to Food 

Stamps, Home Energy Assistance and Medicare, including the amendments to the Food Stamp 

Act of 1979. USDA’s proposed changes to the HCSUA directly and adversely harm SNAP 

households with elder and disabled members, forcing the very Hobson’s choice that Congress 

sought to prevent.   

B. The proposed rule harms low-wage working families with children. 
 

Massachusetts working families with high shelter costs who could fall below the shelter cap will 
be harmed if the HCSUA were to be reduced. In 2017 over 246,700 working Massachusetts 
residents lived in households that participated in SNAP in the last year.114  Under the proposed 
rule, 46 percent of households with children are projected to lose an average of $42 per 
month.115 
 
Massachusetts families also struggle with some of the most expensive child care costs in the 
nation; Massachusetts has the second most expensive infant care in the country.116 For low-
wage working families, SNAP serves to help fill the gaps between earnings, child care, and 
monthly food costs for a family.  
 

                                                           
112 Senate Conference Report 96-261. Rep. 96-236, 96th Cong., 1st Sess. 1979.  
113  U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging Information Paper Action on Aging Legislation in the 96th Congress. 
April 1981.  Accessed at  https://www.aging.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/reports/rpt281.pdf   
114 Center for Budget and Policy Priorities, SNAP Helps 1 in 14 Workers in Massachusetts Put Food on the Table. 

State Fact Sheets- Massachusetts, https://www.cbpp.org/snap-helps-low-wage-workers-in-every-
state#Massachusetts  
115 Center on Budget and Policy Priorities analysis based on the USDA Regulatory Impact Analysis for the proposed 
rule and FY2017 SNAP Household Characteristics (or Quality Control) data, projections based on FFY17 data. 
116 Economic Policy Institute. “The cost of child care in Massachusetts.” July 2019. https://www.epi.org/child-care-
costs-in-the-united-%20states/#/MA 
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Cutting SNAP each month for families will force parents to make even harder choices about 
whether to pay for food, heat, rent, child care, or other necessities. It will put school age 
children at increased risk of food insecurity by reducing the SNAP available to put food on the 
table during nights, weekends, and school vacations – increasing the likelihood that students 
are not successful in school.117 Taking food off the table for families also puts young children at 
increased risk of development issues and worsens the difficulties already faced by families 
caring for severely disabled children.118  
 

C. Health care costs of low income Massachusetts residents may increase. 

USDA’s RIA notably fails to take into account the impact on states that see an increase in food 

insecurity resulting in a decline in health care savings and an increase in health costs.  .119  

USDA’s 2017 research found that that food insecurity among low income adults is associated 

with an increased risk of hypertension, coronary heart disease, hepatitis, stroke, cancer, 

arthritis, and other diseases.120  Children’s HealthWatch estimated in 2018 that food insecurity 

and hunger in Massachusetts increased health-related expenditures in the Commonwealth by 

about $2.4 billion in 2016 alone.121   

A growing body of research confirms that SNAP contributes to reducing health care costs.  

Conversely, lack of SNAP and access to nutrition benefits exacerbates food insecurity and poor 

health outcomes.  For example,   

● 2018 research published by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that 

the post-Recession decrease in SNAP benefits contributed to increased Medicaid 

                                                           
117 Children’s HealthWatch. “Too Hungry to Learn: Food Insecurity and School Readiness.” 
https://www.childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/toohungrytolearn_report.pdf 
118 Rose-Jacobs, Ruth, et al. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics. “Children with Special Health Care 
Needs, Supplemental Security Income, and Food Insecurity.” February/March 2016. 
https://journals.lww.com/jrnldbp/Abstract/2016/02000/Children_with_Special_Health_Care_Needs,.4.aspx 
Grineski, Sara E, et al. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics. “Transitional Dynamics of Household 
Food Insecurity Impact Children's Developmental Outcomes.” December 2019 
https://journals.lww.com/jrnldbp/Abstract/2018/12000/Transitional_Dynamics_of_Household_Food_Insecurity.6.
aspx 
119  Berkowitz, S., Seligman, H., Meigs, J. Food Insecurity, Healthcare Utilization, and High Cost: A Longitudinal 

Cohort Study. The American Journal of Managed Care, September 2018. 
https://www.ajmc.com/journals/issue/2018/2018-vol24-n9/food-insecurity-healthcare-utilization-and-high-cost-a-
longitudinal-cohort-study  
120 Gregory, A., Coleman-Jensen, A.. Food Insecurity, Chronic Disease, and Health Among Working-Age Adults, ERR-
235, U.S. Department of Agriculture, ERS, July 2017. https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/84467/err-
235.pdf?v=42942 
121 Cook, J.T,. and Poblacion. A.  An Avoidable $2.4 Billion Cost: The Estimated Health Related Costs of Food 
Insecurity and Hunger in Massachusetts.  Children’s HealthWatch, February 2018. http://macostofhunger.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/full-report.pdf See also, Azetsop J, Joy TR. “Access to nutritious food, socioeconomic 
individualism and public health ethics in the USA: a common good approach.”  Philos Ethics Humanit Med. Oct 29 
2013;8:16. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24165577  
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admissions and $6.4 billion in additional Medicaid inpatient costs.122  Food insecurity is 

associated with more emergency department visits, hospitalizations, days hospitalized, 

outpatient visits, and health care costs  

● 2017 research by Massachusetts General Hospital found that SNAP reduces individual 
recipient health care costs by an average of $1,400 per year.123  

● A 2016 study examining the impact of the 2009 boost in SNAP under the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act found a correlation between increased food resources 
and a decline in inpatient Medicaid usage and cost patterns in Massachusetts.124   

● In 2002, Children’s HealthWatch tracked research documenting the positive impact of 
SNAP on infants and toddlers early brain development and found that SNAP reduces the 
likelihood of young children having costly medical care as they grow.125  When 
examining “energy insecure households,” Children’s HealthWatch compared young 
children living in energy-secure households with children in energy insecure households 
and found that the latter are more likely to be food insecure, be in fair or poor health, 
have been hospitalized since birth, or to be at risk for developmental delays.126 A 1996 
study of children 6 to 24 months of age in Boston, MA, found significantly higher 
proportions of children with weight-for-age below the fifth percentile in the 3 months 
after the coldest months, compared with all other months of the year.127 

 

Food insecurity rates increased during the Great Recession and have yet to return to pre-

recession levels in Massachusetts and across the country. 128 In fact, USDA research confirms 

                                                           
122 Sonik, R. A., Parish S., and Mitra,M. Inpatient Medicaid Usage and Expenditure Patterns After Changes in 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Benefit Levels.” Preventing Chronic Disease, October 2018. 
https://www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2018/18_0185.htm  
123 Berkowitz, S, Seligman,H.  Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Participation and Health Care 

Expenditures Among Low-Income Adults.  JAMA Internal Medicine, November 2017. 
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/2653910  
124 Sonik, R., Massachusetts Inpatient Medicaid Cost Response to Increased Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program Benefits, American Journal of Public Health, March 2016.  
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/abs/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302990  
125  Children’s Health Watch Policy Report, The SNAP Vaccine: Boosting Children’s Health, February 1, 2002 

https://childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/snapvaccine_report_feb12.pdf  See also Hoynes, H, 
Schanzenback, DW, Almond, D. Long Run Impacts of Childhood Access to the Safety Net. The American Economic 
Review. 2016; 106(4) https://www.nber.org/papers/w18535  
126 Children’s HealthWatch. Energy Insecurity is a Major Threat to Child Health. February 2010. 
https://childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/EnergyInsecurity_brief_February2010.pdf 
127 Cook, John T, et al. A Brief Indicator of Household Energy Security: Associations With Food Security, Child 
Health, and Child Development in US Infants and Toddlers. Pediatrics. October 2008. 
https://childrenshealthwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/JC_Pediatrics_2008.pdf 
128 USDA defines food security as “access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life. USDA 
Food Security in the U.S. https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-
us/measurement#security   ERS has found that a reduction in food insecurity does not necessarily correlate with 
decreasing unemployment - falling unemployment was not tracked by the rate of food insecurity for the years 
immediately following the Great Recession. Nord, M., et. al. Prevalence of U.S. Food Insecurity Is Related to 
Changes in Unemployment, Inflation, and the Price of Food. ERS.  June 2014. www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-
details/?pubid=45216  
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that rates of food insecurity were higher than the national average in 2018 for a wide range of 

low income households, including nearly 15% of all households with children,  21% of Black, 

non-Hispanic heads of households, and 29% of households with incomes below 185 percent of 

the poverty threshold.129   USDA’s proposed rule ill only exacerbate food insecurity for older 

adults, persons with disabilities and families with children. Reducing access to food by reducing 

the value of the HCSUA, as proposed by USDA, will increase food and energy insecurity and 

increase health care costs. These data cannot be ignored as states work to contain growing 

health care costs and address the social determinants of health. 

12. Emergency food providers cannot make up for the proposed 

cuts to SNAP. 

The emergency food system in Massachusetts cannot make up for the loss of $100 million per 

year in SNAP now or in the future. Federal TEFAP funding ($5.1 million in FFY20) plus state 

funded emergency food money ($20 million in FY20) is designed to support the statewide 

emergency food delivery system for all food insecure residents – such a limited amount of 

money is far from sufficient to fill this gap.130 The four Massachusetts Food Banks, local 

charitable programs, and congregate meal sites simply cannot make up for a loss of about $100 

million per year for about 200,000 SNAP households.  

13. The proposed cuts to SNAP would harm the state and local 

economy.  

While the NPRM includes an analysis of the impact of SNAP loss on small retailers, the analysis 

is flawed and misleading for a number of reasons:  First, there is no analysis of the impact on 

larger retailers. Second, USDA’s estimated average loss of $177 per month for small retailers in 

states that are harmed by this proposal is severely undervaluing the harm on states such as 

Massachusetts where the estimated per household benefit cut is significantly higher than the 

average nationally.  

Massachusetts SNAP recipients currently redeem approximately $1.1 billion annually in SNAP 

EBT benefits.131 Almost all SNAP households use their benefits in the month they receive 

                                                           
129 Coleman-Jensen A., et al. Household Food Security in the United States in 2018 Household Food Security in the 
United States in 2018. Sept 2019 https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=94848   
130 USDA, TEFAP Administrative Funds And Food Entitlement Allocations, FY2020. 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tefap/tefap-funding-memo  
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, MEFAP data. https://www.mass.gov/service-details/massachusetts-emergency-
foodassistance-program-mefap  
131  Department of Transitional Assistance Performance Scorecard, November 2019. 
https://www.mass.gov/lists/department-of-transitional-assistance-performance-scorecards; USDA FNS SNAP State 
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them.132  Assuming an average SNAP benefit cut per household of $50/month, the proposed 

cuts would drop the SNAP EBT revenues in Massachusetts by about $100 million a year.133  In 

FFY 2018, over 5,500 USDA-approved Massachusetts EBT retailers accepted SNAP benefits for 

the purchase of approved food items.134  We estimate the harm on small retailers in 

Massachusetts alone would be almost twice that of USDA’s estimates, roughly 

$300/month.135   

According to recent studies by the USDA Economic Research Service (ERS) and other prominent 

economists, each $1 of SNAP benefits is estimated to trigger between $1.50 and $1.80 in total 

economic activity during a recession. Economists find SNAP to be one of the stimulus policies 

with among the highest multiplier effects.136 ERS also found that new SNAP spending has 

relatively large effects on manufacturing and trade and transportation sectors, including food 

and beverage manufacturers, packaging manufacturers, grocery stores and food and other 

wholesalers, and trucking and rail freight industries.137  The standardized approach to the 

HCSUA would invariably harm retailers and lead to reductions in the economic stimulus effect 

of SNAP, especially during recessionary periods.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
Project Area Participation and Issuance data, as of June 2019: https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-
nutrition-assistance-program-snap  
132  USDA FNS, Benefit Redemption Patterns in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. February 2011.  
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/ARRASpendingPatterns.pdf  
133 Based on USDA’s estimation in the Regulatory Impact Analysis that MA would see an 8.8% net reduction in 
SNAP.   
134 USDA FY 2018 Retailer Management Data (most recent FY publically available), https://fns-

prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/media/file/2018SNAPRetailerManagementYearEndSummary.pdf   
135 FNS retailer data identifies 5, 508 MA EBT retailers. 75% are small retailers, 4,131 retailers impacted. 15% of 
total redemption = 15% of estimated SNAP cuts or $15 million (out of $100M in cuts). This is a loss of roughly 
$3,600 per year for small retailers, or roughly $300/month (nearly twice the USDA estimate). Calculation based on 
FNS retailer data. See https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/media/file/2018SNAPRetailerManagementYearEndSummary.pdf  
136 USDA ERS, The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Economy:  New Estimates of the 

SNAP Multiplier, July 2019, available at https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/93529/err-
265.pdf?v=8010.7 pages 6-8 and Table 1. See also Zandi, M., MoodysEconomy.com , Assessing the Macro 
Economic Impact of  Fiscal Stimulus 2008, January 2008 https://www.economy.com/mark-
zandi/documents/Stimulus-Impact-2008.pdf  
137 Ibid. pages 24, 25.  
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*** 

USDA proposes to replace a decades old methodology that is simple and works with a 

methodology that is based on less current and accurate data sources and that is so vague that it 

cannot be adequately assessed.  USDA’s rationale for its Proposed Rule is unconvincing and 

arbitrary. If finalized, the rule would low income households in Massachusetts and the nation, 

and eliminate states’ flexibility to further the goals of the SNAP program while addressing the 

needs of their residents. We encourage USDA to withdraw the proposed regulation.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Victoria Negus, MLRI Policy Analyst 

Patricia Baker, MLRI Senior Policy Analyst 

Ananya Bhasin, MLRI AmeriCorps Service Member 

 

 

Lizbeth Ginsburg, Senior Attorney, Greater Boston Legal Services  
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FNS NOTICE 79-47 	. UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 
Food and Nutrition Service 
Washington, D.C. 20250 

ACTION BY: State Agencies 
FNS Regional Offices 

Food Stamp Program  
Standard Utility Allowances  

Requirements and Methodolo gies  

I 	PURPOSE 

This Notice reminds State agencies of the requirements of the Food Stamp 
Program Regulations and suggests guidelines for development ofstandard 
utility and/or telephone allowances by presenting examples of some of the 
methodologies used by States to develop ,these.allowances. While the 
regulations are quite specific on the' elements that must be included in 
the standard utility allowance, State agencies are allowed. considerable 
latitude in establishing the methodology for determining the standard. 
In this context, there is no "right way" or "wrong way." to establish a 
standard. The standard utility allowance is designed to make the Program 
More accessible to households, ease the burden on the eligibility worker 
in computing the shelter costs deduction, and reduce the quality control 
(QC) error rate for the utility cost component. In setting the amount of 
the standard, the State agency should try to strike a balance between 
adndnistratiVe simplicity and allowing households to claim a standard 
that is significantly higher than the utility costs they actually incur. 
Our intent here is to present methods which are simple to apply and are 
reasonably-accurate. Regardless of the method chosen, State w.ncies 
must still demonstrate to  FNS that any  standard utility allowance 
accurately reflects_tiie actual costs to food stamp households and is set 
at a level that wt 1' 	 to a auction in die _

^ 
erroMte. 

II POLICY 

State agencies are required to develop and implement an FNS approved 
standard utility allowance by October 1, 1979. All standards currently 
in tuse which were approved under former section 271.3(c)(1)(iii)(h) are 
subject to review for compliance with the new regulations. The policy 
restated in the following paragraphs is found in section 273.9(d 4 
and (5) of the regulations. We have identified below those e ements that 
State agencies must include in developing the standard utility allowance 
'and those which they may implement at their discretion: 

A 	Mandatory elements.  Stat,.:, agencies are required to consider 
the following elements in developing the standard utility allowance: 

DISTRIBUTION: 

AD,F3,F4,W 

EXPIRATION 

October 1, 1979 
RESPONSIBLE FOR 
PREPARATION AND 
MAINTENANCE: 
PD-100  
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FNS NOTICE 79-47 

(II A) 

1 	Types of Utilities. The State agency nay develop either 
individual standards for each expense or one standard covering all 
expenses. If a single standard is used, the telephone allowance may be 
broken out as a separate item for use by households incurring telephone 
costs, but which are not entitled to claim the single standard. All 
utility standards shall include the following types of expenses: 

a 	Heating ana cooking fuel, e.g., natural or bottled 
gas, coal, fuel oil, or electricity; 

b 	Cooling and electricity; 

c 	Water and sewage; 

d 	Garbage and trash collection; and 

e 	Basic service fee for one telephone, including tax 
on the basic fee. 

2 	Annual Update. The State agency shall review the standard 
utility allowance and the telephone allowance, if any, at least annually 
and adjust these allowances as necessary to reflect changes in the cost 
of the utilities. The amount of each update, as well as the review 
schedule and the method used to update the standard, is subject to FNS 
approval. State agencies may wish to time the annual update of the utility 
standard to coincide with the annual Federal adjustment of the maximum 
limit on the dependent care/shelter deduction. 

3 	Seasonal Variation. The standard utility allowance shall 
vary seasonally, unless the State agency can demonstrate to FNS that such 
variations are not warranted. If the State agency can show that the 
temprrwatur-• range and other climatic factors do not cuLe the 	of 
utilities to vary significantly from season to season, then a year- 
round standard may be used. The seasonal variation should be established 
for the heating and nonheating seasons, at a minimum. Additional variations 
are at the discretion of the State agency. The telephone standard is not 
subject to this provision. 

B 	Optional Elements.  State agelicieo way with tc, cA.,u.sider, but are 
not required to use, the following elements in developing the standard 
utility allowance: 

1 	Optional VarLations.  In addition to the required seasonal 
variation, the State agency may wish to vary the standard utility allowance 
or the telephone standard, or both to take into consideration such factors 
as: 

Page 2 
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FNS NOTICE 79-47 

(II B 1) 

a 	Geographical differences, e.g., separate standards 
for northern or southern parts of a State or for inland or 
coastal areas; 

h Types of utilities predominantly used in different 
areas within a State, e.g., natural gas for heat in one 
area, but fuel oil or electricity in others;. 

c 	Type of dwelling used by the household, e.g., one 
standard for apartments, another for single family dwellings; 

d Household size, e.g., a different standard for each 
household size or range of household sizes; or 

e The month of application and number of months the house-
hold is certified for. 

2 	Interim Updates.  Even though State agencies are required to 
update the standard utility allowance only once a year, State agencies may 
wish to provide a mechanism for an interim update of the standard if an 
unexpected increase in utility rates or some other factor causes increasing 
numbers of households to abandon use of the standard and begin to claim 
actual, higher costs. In addition, the State agency may elect to change 
the methodology used to compute the standard utility allowance. This change 
can be done at any time during the year, although the State agency may wish 
to time any change in methodology to occur at the required annual update. 

3 	Optional Telephone Standard.  The State agency may develop 
a method, subject to FNS approval, for calculating a mandatory telephone 
allowance for use in conjunction with a single utility allowance or as the 
standard allowance for the telephone if the State has separate standards 
by utility. In States with a single utility allowance, the telephone 
allowance would apply to households which are not entitled to claim the 
single standard, but which, nonetheless, incur separate telephone expenses. 
The State agency may mandate use of the standard telephone allowance even if 

(7771- 7.1 art ITIFter. 

The State agency may develop the standard telephone allowance through the 
use of quality control data or by simply determining a State-wide (project 
area-wide) average of basic service fees for one telephone, plus any tax 
on the basic fee. The State agency may wish to weight the average in favor 
of the largest number of households paying a particular' rate, if this 
information is available from telephone companies or public utility 
commissions. 
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4 	Monitoring Use of the Standard. Use of the standard utility 
allowance is desLtmed to reduce the QC error lute and to reduce administra-
tive complexity. State agencies (especially those which have never used a 
standard utility allowance) should monitor the use of the standard versus 
use of actual higher costs claimed by households. If a large number of 
households are claiming actual expenses and the QC error rate persists, 
the standard is not adequate and its value is lost. Use of the actual costs 
will be picked up through QC reviews and should be reported to the unit 
within the State agency responsible for developing and updating the standard 
utility allowance. 

III EXAMPLES OF MEIHOLOUJGTFS 

Attachments 1 through 3 to this Notice are examples of methodologies developed 
and used in Colorado, New Hampshire, md Texas. FNS reviewed the method-
ologies used by all States with approved standard utility allowances and 
found these to be fairly representative of the approaches followed by the 
majority of States. The Attachments give information on data gathering 
techniques and data sources, and illustrate how various options as well as 
mandatory seasonal variations are incorporated. 

The Colorado method (Attachment 1) uses averages from utility providers 
and incorporates regional usage and taxation variations, as well as 
inflation rate factors. In some instances, averages are weighted 
according to utility providers, regions, and population served. No method 
for updating the standard is specified; however, it is clear that the data 
base developed by the State could be recomputed to factor in either 
inflation or rate increases. 

The New Hampshire method (Pittachanit 2) uses a model constructed using 
degree days and average heating costs, adjusted for inflation. FOr non-
heating electric costs, the average usage per household and the cost per 
kilowatt hour was determined and adjusted for inflation. The remaining 
expenses were determined from QC data. The method includes a statement 
that standard amounts will be updated annupily using the Heat and 
Utilities Index. The household's standard is based on the month of 
application and number of months in its certification period. 

The Texas method (Attachment 3) uses QC data adjusted for inflation. The 
State has set out to establish by analysis of data the optimum percentage 
of households that should be able to use the standard allowance. The 
method irrlIries a for..r171a for urr??.tinz.  the stand!lrd usini: the TIttlitles 
Price Index. States are warned that the Texas method requires some 
fairly complex calculations and probably should not be attempted unless 
sophisticated automatic data processing equipment is available. 
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It is possible that State agencies nay wish to adopt other methods to 
address unique conditions found in their States; however, we thought the 
examples cited were particularly well-stated and easy for other States to 
adopt. In addition to the guidance in the Attachments, State agencies 
should consider the following: 

A 	Decidine; on Methodology.  The three examples cited in the Attach- 
ments represent a cross section of techniques used by a majority of State 
agencies. Without attempting to favor one method over another, we want to 

/ • 	
uake some observations concerning the use of the methods. 

the somewhat limited data we have available suggest that patterns of 
utility use among the food stamp population do not differ significantly 
from that of the general population; therefore, average residential user 
costs supplied by utility companies (and models constructed from rate and 
temperature data) may be used to develop standard utility allowances. 
However, States are cautioned that the use of raw unadjusted averages and 
usage models might not result in the goal of administrative ease or 
reduction in error rates if too few households claim the standard. We 
suggest that State agencies use weighted (by region and population) 
averages or explore the use of modal, rather than wean, figures, if such 
information is available from utility companies and will result in a 
standard that can be used by more households. 

If, on the other hand, the State agency uses QC data, it nay be possible to 
estimate with greater precision the number of households which will be 
able to use the standard. In setting the amount of the standard, the 
State agency should attempt to strike a balance between administrative 
simplicity and allowing households to claim a standard that is significantly 
higher than the utility costs they actually incur. 

B 	Upuate Methodology. Ideally, the State agency will submit the 
nethodology to i*s_u!sed to make the required annual-  update at the same time 
it submits the standard utility allowance for approval. TO update the 
standard, the State agency nay recompute the standard by factoring in the 
latest rate increases or State-level utility price indices based on the 
rate of inflation, or by simply adjusting the single standard amount by 
the latest possible composite utility price indices. 

C 	Individual Standards.  Before deciding to develop individual 
standards for each utility, the State agency.should determine if a signifi-
cant number of households incur same, but not all, of the utility 
expenses that would entitle them to claim a single standard. If the 
State agency finds that a majority of households do incur most of the 
expenses that would be included in a single standard utility allowance, 
then it may prefer, for simplicity's sake, to adopt a single standard. 
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If the State agency does adopt separate standards for each utility, the 
household may claim the standard for some utilities, but claim higher 
verified costs on others that exceed the standard. 

D 	Rounding. We recommend that., State agencies establish standard 
utility allowances in whole dollar amounts to decrease the possibility 
of errors in calculations, especially if individual standards for each 
utility are used. To get whole dollar amounts, the State agency may 
round by dropping cents or by rounding up or down to the nearest whole 
dollar. 

IV IMPLEMENTATIOii SCHEDULE 

The following actions need to be taken to implement the standard utility 
allowance regulation on schedule: 

A 	State Agency Action. State agencies shall either update utility 
standards approved under the former regulatory requirements or develop 
entirely new standard utility allowances by October 1, 1979. Tb meet this 
deadline, State agencies should submit for approval proposed standard 
utility allowances, including appropriate supporting data and justification 
for use of a year-round standard (if necessary) to FNS Regional Offices 
by mid-August 1979. This will allow sufficient lead time for FNS approval, 
any necessary computer programing changes, and distribution of 
instructional material to local offices. State agencies that fail to 
implement the provision as required by October 1, 1979, may be subject to 
warnings and sanctions under section 277 of the regulations. 

B 	FiS Regional Office Action.  FNS Regional Offices shall provide 
State agencies witn the technical assistance mentioned in Section V, below. 
Any requests for assistance from Washington, D.C. staff shall be directed 
to the appropriate regional branch in the Performance Reporting Division. 
No later than August 31, 1979, each Regional Office shall provide an 
implementation status report to the Director, Performance Reporting 
Division. The report shall include a list of the States with standard 
utility allowances approved under the current regulations, the status of 
States that do not have an approved utility standard, and recommendations 
for further technical assistance or other appropriate action regarding such 
States. 

V 	REQUESTS FOR TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 

FNS is prepared to offer State agencies technical assistance in developing 
standard utility allowances or in updating existing standards. Technical 
assistance includes help with developing statistical techniques and a 
sampling plan prior to data gathering; review of statistical methods and 
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resulting figures for accuracy and validity; and informal review of 
standards prior to formal submission for approval. FNS Regional Offices 
will evaluate the requests for assistance and assign staff as appropriate 
to work with the requesting State. State agencies should make their needs 
known to the Regional Offices as soon as possible. 

tzet.12.t, 

Alberta C. Frost 
Acting Deputy Administrator 

for Family Nutrition Programs 

Attachments 
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STANDARD UTILITY ALLOWANCE 

Colorado Methodology  

I 	GAS 

Public Service Company of Colorado (PSCC) provides gas service to some 80 
percent of Colorado residents. Average monthly charges for gas for Denver 
metropolitan area residential customers, adjusted for rate increases through 
June 1976, are shown below. 	These figures do not include franchise or 
sales taxes. 

January $33.90 
February 36.70 
March 32.90 
April 21.70 
May 18.90 
June 13.50 
July 7.20 
August 6.80 
September 7.20 
October 9.90 
November 17.60 
December 29.10 

The average charge for April through October was $12.17 and for November 
through March $30.04. 

The PSCC estimates that: 

67 percent of their customers paid the average rates shown above 
(Denver metropolitan area) 

p.Drcent paid 2 p,:r2ant higher rat (Puf_plo area) 

17 percent paid 4-5 percent higher rates (area north of Denver, 
including Boulder and Fort Collins) 

4 percent paid 4-5 percent higher rates (San Luis Valley) 

4 percent paid 22 percent higher rates (Mountain areas/Western Slope) 
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The above breakdown of the rates paid gives us the average rates shown in 
the table which follows. The rates are the basic rates as of June 30, 1978. 

Percentage of residential customers who pay 	Average for 
MONTHS 
	

average charge indicated. 	State 
67% 	8% 	 21% 	1 	Alt  

April-October 
	

$12.17 	$12.41 	$12.72 	$14.85 	$12.41 

Nov.-March 
	

30.04 
	

30.64 	31.39 	36.65 1 	30.64  

The base rate for gas was increased by 3.4 percent an August 23, 1978 and 
PSCC's mVor wholesale supplier increased its rates by approximately 17 
percent -( on October 2, 1978. Cities and towns impose franchise taxes 
of 1 to 3 percent. Incorporating these increases and using 2.5 percent 
and 6 percent as representative values for franchise and sales taxes, 
respectively, we get: 

April - October 
$12.41 x 103.4% x 117% x 102.5% x 106% = $16.31 

November - March: 
$30.64 x 103.4% x 117% x 102.5% x 106% = $40.27 

II ELECTRICITY 

Public Service Company of Colorado (PSCC) supplies electricity to 585,000 
residential customers in the Denver metropolitan area, Brighton, Broom-
field, Boulder, and the Western Slope. 

The average monthly basic charges for their 497,000 customers in the 
IJenver metropolitan area, Brighton, Broomfield and Boulder, adjusted to 
reflect rate increases through June 1978, were as follows: 

1/ The increases for the Western Slope and the San Luis Valley were con-
siaembly smaller but this fact was not taken into account because of the 
small proportion of customers residing in those areas. 
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Month or Average 
Months Amount 

January $17.30 
February 16.40 
March 16.40 
April 14.70 
May 14.00 
June 14.10 
July 14.50 
August 15.20 
September 15.20 
October 14.00 
November 14.30 
December 16.70 

April - October $14.53 
November - March 16.22 

PSCC's basic rates for their 88,000 residential customers who live on the 
Western Slope average 9 percent higher than the rates given above, as 
follows: 

Average 
Months 	 Amount  

April - October 	$15.84 
November - March 	17.68 

PSCC's base rate for electricity (other than for heating) was increased b3 
3.2 percent on August 23, 1978. Franchise and sales taxes applicable to 
Denver metropolitan and nearby area customers are 2.5 percent and 6.0 per-
cent, respectively, while the corresponding taxes applicable to Western 
Slope =toners are 1.5 percent and 5.0 percent, respectively. The base 
rate increase and franchise and sales taxes raise the average charges as 
follows: 

Fbr the 497,000 customers in Denver metropolitan and nearby areas: 

April - October 
$14.53 x 103.2%  x 1°2.51 x 106.0% = $16.29 

November - March 
$16.22 x 103.2% x 102.5% x 106..0% = $18.19 
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Fbr the 88,000 customers residing on the Western Slope: 

April - October 
$15.84 x 103.2% x 101.5% x 105.0% = $17.42 

November - March 
4)17.68 x 103.2% x 101.5% x 105.0% = $19.45 

The Southern Colorado Power Company provides electricity to 57,000 
residential customers in Pueblo, Rocky Fbrd, Ordway, Westcliffe, Penrose, 
Florence, Canon City, Cripple Creek, and Victor. 	The average monthly 
charges (including all taxes) are as follows: 

Month or Average 
Months Amount 

January $20.32 
February 19.5b 
March 18.48 
April 17.04 
May 15.88 
June 15.76 
July 18.52 
August 18.84 
September 17.28 
October 15.84 
November 15.5b 
December 19.20 

April - October $17.02 
November - March 18.62 

The Intermountain Rural Electric Association (1REA) services 23,000 house-
holds in 9 counties east, south, and west of Littleton. The average 
monthly basic rates they were able to provide are limited to charges for 
the Ecnt:-.z January t.l.rug:, August 1976, as follows: 

January $11.44 
February 11.30 
March 10.85 
April 9.44 
May 8.48 

Page 4 
5-25-79 



FNS NOTICE 79-47 
ATTACHMENT 1 

June 	7.60 
July 	7.26 
August 	7.16 

Total - January - August 4573.53 

The January through August total represents 59.98 percent of the total of 
the correspondin; PSCC basis figures shown on page 3. Assuming the same 
relationship between the two series throughout the year, the average IREA 
basic rates become: 

April - OGober 	4; 8.72 
November - March 	9.73 

Increased by 4.0 percent for estimated franchise and sales taxes, the rates 
for IREA's 23,000 customers become: 

April - October 	$ 9.07 
November - March 	10.12 

To obtain composite statewide averages, average charges for the four groups 
of customers were weighted by the number of customers served to arrive at 
the following figures: 

April - October 	$16.25 
November - March 	18.11 

III WRIER 

Average annual charges for water service for residential customers were 
obtained from the Denver Water Department, the Thornton Utilities Depart-
ment, and the Boulder Water Utility. 

ESTIMATED 
AVERAGE 	 1975 POPULATION e/ LOCATION 	 ANNUAL CHARGE 	 (in thousands)-- 

Denver 	 $110 	 468 
Littleton 	 126 	 28 
Aurora 	 139 	 118 
Westminster 	 149 	 24 
Lakewood 	 185 	 120 
Colorado Springs 	156 	 180 
Arvada 	 126 	 74 
Pueblo 	 137 	 105 
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ESTIMATED 
AVERAGE 	1975 POPULATInu 

-2/ LDCATION 	ANNUAL CHARGE 	(in thousands).- 

Grand Junction 	 121 	 28 
Longmont 	 114 	 32 
Englewood 	 95 	 36 
Thornton 	 156 	 25 
Northglenn 	 156 	 35 
Boulder 	 76 	 79 

The weighted average charge for water services is $129.01 per year or 
$10.75 per month. 

AVERAGE 
LOCATION 	ANNUAL SEWAGE CHARGE 

ESTIMATED 
1975 POPULATION 
(in thousands)- I 

Denver 
Littleton 
Aurora 
Westminster 
Lakewood *50 1233 
Colorado Springs 
Arvada 
Pueblo 
Grand Junction 
Longmont 
Englewood 
Thornton *54 60 
Northglenn 
Boulder *31 79 

The weighted average charge for sewage service is *49.08 per year, or 
$4.09 per month. 

2/ U.S. Bureau of the Census, Series P-25, No. 654, issued May 1977. 
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IV 	wr.RPHONE 

Mountain Bell's monthly rates for urban flat individual line residential 
services are as follows: 

Exchange 	 Monthly Charge 
Rate Group 	 (including sales taxes) 

I $6.b1 
II 7.28 
III 7.95 
IV 8.62 
V 9.29 

Rate groups are keyed to the size of the area served by the exchange. 
Inasmuch as the bulk of the State's population is concentrated in areas 
charged the highest two rates and particularly in areas charged the highest 
rate ($9.29), the standard for telephone service is set at $10.00. 

V TRASH/GARBAGE COLLECTIOti 

Charges for residential trash/garbage collection were found to average 
$3.75 per month. The standard for this service will be established at 
$4.00. 
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STANDARD UTILITY ALLOWANCE 

New Hampshire Methodology  

I 	HEATING COSTS 

A 	The number of heating degree-clays per month was determined from 
the 30-year average of heating degree-days in New Hampshire - as supplied 
by U.S. Woatner SA;vvick..!. A degree-day represents the degree difference 
between the mean daily outdoor temperature and the standard temperature of 
65° . (If the mean gaily outdoor temperature for January 1 equaled lb° , 
then 65 °  - 18°  = 47 degree-days) 

B 	The average cost of heating per degree-day is $.203442. This 
was determined from the heating cost for a 6-month period of a sample 
group of households. The average cost per household was then divided by 
the number of degree-days occurring in the same 6-month period. The 
result was then updated to allow for inflation. 

II EECTRICITY 

A 	The average residential usage of electricity (not including 
space or water heating, which is already included in the heating costs 
above) was obtained from the Public Service Company of New Hampshire. 

B 	The cost per kilowatt was then updated to reflect the 17 percent 
rate increase effective in December 1977. 

C 	The average monthly cost was then determined. 

470u EilsJwos (average yearly usage) 
x $.0622 (Current residential rate) 

+ 12 months = $24.36 per month 

III TELEPHONE 

The average cost for basic telephone service and tax was calculated from 
figures available in the quality control reviews of January 1977 through 
June 1977. 
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IV WATER, SEWER AND TRASH 

The figures are a composite average of all homes paying a separate cost for 
water, sewer or trash according to available data in quality control reviews 
of January 1977 through June 1977. 

V MDNPHLY UTILITY COSTS 

Monthly utility costs for the average household were then calculated. 
MOUTH DEGRZEr 

DAYS 
x RE IT COS: 

PER DEGRE- 
DIX 

= 	REA: + =LCMIL= + TEIEP=ONE + , SZZEZ = uml:.:77: 
+ 7.....sa 	CCS: 

JAM= 1376 x $ .201442 = $279.93 + $24.36 $9.78 + 49-37 -,4323.+1+ 
FEBRUARY 1187 x .203442 = 	241.48 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 29.4.99 
KO CH 1014 x .203442 = 	206.30 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 249.81 
APRIL 624 x .203442 = 	126.94 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 170.45 
MAX 315 x .203442 = 	64.c8 - 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 107.59 
JM1E 58 x .203442 = 	11.79 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 	55-30 
MX 16 x .203442 = 	3.25 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 	46.76 
AUGUST 45 x .203442 = 	9.25 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 	52.66 
SIBIEISER 181 x .203442 = 	36.82 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 	80.33 

MI 487 x .203442 = 	99.07 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = I42.58 
-era 805 x .203442 = 	163.77 + 24.36 + 9.78 + 9.37 = 207.28 

DECEMBER 1246 x .203442 = 	253.',8 + 24.36 + 9.78 * 9.37 = 29649 

VI STANDARD WILITTss ALLOWANCE TABLE 

A 	The utility cost was then rounded off to obtain the standard 
utility cost for each month. 

B 	To determine the standard utility allowance, the monthly utility 
costs would be averaged to establish a Table that would take into account, 
at a minimum, heating and nonheating seasons. 

NOTE: 	The Table developed above is for use only for those households 
incurring heating costs separately from rent or mortgage expenses. 

VII MODIFIED STANDARD UTILITITS ALLOWANCE 

A 	Fbr those households incurring utility expenses, but not heating 
csts, separately from shelter expenses, a modified stmdard was calsulatryi 
as follows: 
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$24.36 (electricity) 
9.76 (telephone) 
9.37 (water, sewer, trash) 

173751 average monthly utility cost 

B 	The average monthly utility cost is constant for each month of 
the year. 

VIII ANNUAL REVIEW 

A 	The Standard Utility Allowance Table and modified allowance will 
be reviewed annually. 

B 	The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics' "Heat and Utilities Index," 
published in January of each year, will be used to update the figures. 
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STANDARD UTILITY ikLIIJWANCE 

Texas Methodology  

The utility standard will be selected so that utility expenses for 95 per-
cent of families receiving food stamps would be less than or equal to the 
standard. Determination of the standard will be accomplished in four steps: 

(1) Collect data; 

(2) Select a he period; 

(3) Determine the standard for the base period; and 

(4) Adjust the standard for inflation. 

I DATA COLLK'TION 

Data will be gathered from approximately 3,000 quality control food stamp 
case folders representing the active case samples for three periods. 
(1) July - December 1977, (2) January - June 1978, and (3) July - September 
1978. Data will be coded on to forms. 

Cases in the sample will fall into two groups: (1) those which claim 
utilities as part of their excess shelter expense and therefore have 
utility costs recorded in their case record; and (2) those which do not 
have utility costs recorded because they either do not claim excess shelter 
expense or do not claim utilities as part of their shelter expense. 

For cases in the first group (utility data available), the utility payment 
for the most recent month will be recorded and will become the data point 
used in computing the standard. Utility data for the next two most recent 
months will also be recorded if available, but this data will be used only 
for analysis of the impact the standard has on recipients' bonus values. 

Cases in the second group will be assigned a utility payment (data point) 
of zero. This does not mean that they do not have utility costs but 
instead indicates that they are not expected to itemize regardless of the 
standard selected. This group does not itemize now and should not under 
the more restrictive requirements of the new Food Stamp Act. Selection 
of a standard is aimed at adding to the group enough of those who do 
presently itemize so that a total of 95 percent do not itemize. 
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II BASE PERIOD SELECTION 

Data points for cases with utilities data will be sorted and tabulated 
according to the month of the payment. This will provide a distribution of 
payments probably covering a 27-month interval, with the end months 
containing only a few entries. A period of 12 consecutive months will be 
selected which provides the most uniform distribution, and utility payments 
for this period will provide the basis for the standard. 

The number of cases with utility data will probably be reduced 40-50 per-
cent through this selection. Ca7,e_<3 without utility data must then be 
reduced by the same percentage through random selection of cases to be 
eliminated. The base period sample (S, ) will then consist of all cases 
in the base period with utility data pItis a percentage of cases without 
utility data with the ratio of "with" : "without" remaining the same 
as the original sample. 

III DETERMINING THE BASE PERIOD STANDARD 

Cases in the base period sample will be ordered from lowest to highest 
payment, including the cases with zero utility payment. The base period 
standard (U,,) will then be that amount which divides the distribution 
so that 95 Vercent of the cases are less than the amount and 5 percent 
are greater, i.e., the 95th percentile. 

IV ADJUSTING FOR INFLATION 

The base period utility standard would have been appropriate for the base 
period but, because of changes in the cost of utilities over time, the 
standard must be increased for later periods. The Utilities Price Index 
(UPI) published monthly by the Bureau of Labor Statistics will provide 
the basis for these adjustments. 

Fbr the base period, the index (UPI, ) will be an average of the monthly 
UPIs for that period. For the year In which the standard is to be used, 
August 1979 to July 1980, the index (UPI wl) must be estimated. This will 
be accomplished by applying a straight-lne trend (least-squares method) 
to the most recent 12 months' UPIs available at the time the cal-
culation is performed. This trend will be extended into the August 1979 

-July 1980 period and UPI80  will then be the average of these monthly 
values. 
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The base period utility standard can then be adjusted for inflation usin,; 
the following formula: 

U = U x 	 80 	bp UPI 

UPI 80 

by 

V 	ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 

For all cases in Sb  , the actual utility payments will be replaced by 
U 	they are lowgr. Bonus values will be recorqoutea using these values 
am di claiming excess shelter if appropriate. The bonus value can then be 
compared to original bonus values for these cases to measure the impact 
of the standard. 

Standards based on other percentiles, i.e., 75, 80, 90, etc., could also 
be developed. Bonus values for these different standards could be 
calculated and compared to the proposea standard to estimate the effect 
of selecting various other options. 

VI UPDATING THE STANDARD 

The base period standard will be updated annually to take into account 
the effects of inflation. The process will be exactly as described 
earlier for 1.1, with the trend recomputed based on the most recent 
12 monthly UPI g. 

NOTE: While this method does not specifically address seasonal 
variations, the monthly averages could be compared to determine if 
seasonal variations are warranted. 

Page 3 
5-25-79 



JOHN 0. PRATT 
Commissioner 

I 	, , / / ,o, 
Gr.  

- g0a/thileith ?Al& fiVel&e 

eer lraJILyielf,  t9V,eet. e!Otii3O1Zr 02/// 

State Letter 492 
June 15, 1979 

TO: 	DEPARTMENT STAFF 

FROM: JOHN D. PRATT, COMMISSIONER 

RE: 	ELIGIBILITY AND ISSUANCE CHANGES - FOOD STAMP PROGRAM 

This letter transmits increases in the Food Stamp Eligibility and Issuance Standards. 
Each of the eligibility and issuance standards listed below has been adjusted in 
accordance with changes in the Consumer Price Index and reflects the increase in the 
cost of living since the last adjustment. 

1. The Maximum Allowable Income Levels 
2. The Maximum Coupon Allotments 
3. The Standard Deduction 
4. The Shelter/Dependent Care Deduction 
5. The Standard Utility Allowances 

These changes are effective July 1, 1979. Potential June denials require review to 
determine if there is eligibility as of July 1, 1979. The procedures for updating 
cases on the Recipient Master File are being transmitted by AP Memo. 

This material is effective 7/1/79. 

NEW AND REVISED MATERIAL  

106 CMR 364.000  

Pages 364.410 through 364.600 (3 pages) 
Table 1 Standard Utility Allowances (1 page) 
Table 2 Maximum Monthly Net Income Standards (1 page) 
Table 3 Food Stamp Program Issuance Standards (10 pages) 

OBSOLETE MATERIAL  

106 CMR 364.000  

Pages 364.410 through 364.600 (3 pages) 
Table 1 Standard Utility Allowances (1 page) 
Table 2 Maximum Monthly Net Income Standards (1 page) 
Table 3 Food Stamp Program Issuance Standards (11 pages) 
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shelter costs, the household must intend to return to the home; 
the current occupants of the home, if any, must not be claiming 
the shelter costs for Food Stamp purposes; and the home must not 
be leased or rented during the absence of the household. 
(5) Charges for repair of a home substantially damaged or 
destroyed in a natural disaster such as fire or flood will be 
allowed as a deduction unless the repair charge has been or will 
be reimbursed by private or public relief agencies, insurance 
companies or from any other source. 

(E) Standard Utility Allowance. The Standard Utility Allowance is 
a monthly deduction that includes the following utility expenses: 
charges for fuel for heating, cooling and cooking; electricity; water 
and sewer; garbage and trash collection; the basic service fee for 
one telephone, including tax on the basic fee; and fees charged by 
the utility provider for initial installation of the utility. When 
calculating the household's shelter expense, the standard allowance 
must be added to any other allowable shelter expenses claimed by the 
household. 

(1) Households Ineligible to Use the Standard Utility Allowance -
Households which do not incur any utility expenses separate from 
rent or mortgage payments and households which incur separate 
expenses for telephone, water and sewer, or garbage and trash collec-
tion only are not entitled to use the Standard Utility Allowance. 
When calculating the monthly shelter expense for these households, 
actual amounts are used for all utilities except telephone. The 
allowance for_telephone expense is $10.40 regardless of actual cost. 

(2) Households Required to Use the Standard Utility Allowance -
All other households shall have monthly shelter expenses calculated 
using the Standard Utility Allowance from the table (see 364: 
Table 1) unless the household can verify that the actual utility 
expenses exceed the standard allowance and use of actual utility 
expenses would result in a deduction. A household 
may switch between actual utility expenses and the standard allowance 
once during a certification period. If two or more food stamp 
households are required to use the Standard Utility Allowance and 
share utility expenses for the same dwelling, each household is 
allowed a pro-rated share of the standard allowance. 

364.410: Determining Deductible Expenses  

The worker determines which claimed expenses are deductible and 
their amounts. 

(A) Limitations on Deductible Expenses. Deductible expenses include 
only certain costs of dependent care and shelter as described in 
section 400. Education expenses and the cost of doing business for 



106 CMR 364: TABLE 1  

STANDARD UTILITY ALLOWANCES 

Eff. 7/1/79 
FIRST MONTH 

OF 
CERTIFICATION NUMBER OF MONTHS THAT HOUSEHOLD IS CERTIFIED 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 .11 12 

JANUARY 318 273 253 220 193 183 153 139 131 132 138 152_ 

FEBRUARY 227 220 187 163 140 124 115 107 111 119 135 152 

MARCH 214 168 140 118 103 95 90 96 107 126 145 152 

APRIL 122 103 86 77 71 70 79 95 117 137 146 152 

MAY 85 69 62 60 60 72 91 117 139 148 154 152 

JUNE 52 50 50 53 69 91 121 146 155 161 156 152 

JULY 48 49 53 73 100 133 158 167 172 168 161 152 

AUGUST 50 55 83 112 149 178 185 188 181 171 159 152 

SEPTEMBER 61 99 133 173 203 207 208 197 185 171 161 152 

OCTOBER 137 170 213 239 237 233 217 201 184 170 158 152 

NOVEMBER 202 250 272 261 251 231 209 189 173 162 153 152 

DECEMBER 297  308 281 264 235 210 187 170 156 148 147 152 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR TABLE USE  
1. Find the first month of the certification period in the first column. 

2. Read across until you find the dollar figure for the number of months in the 
certification period. This dollar figure is the standard utility allowance. 

3. Add this dollar figure to other shelter expenses to arrive at total shelter 
expenses. 

Trans. by S.L. 492 
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State Letter 504 
January 1, 1980 

TO: 	DEPARTMENT STAFF 

FROM:jCUOHN D. MATT COMMISSIONER 

RE: 	1. MEDICAL AND SHELTER DEDUCTIONS FOR ELDERLY AND DISABLED 
FOOD STAMP RECIPIENTS 

COST-OV-,LIVING INCREASE TO THE FOOD STAMP COUPON ALLOTMENTS, 
THE STANDARD' DEDUCTION AND THE STANDARD UTILITY ALLOWANCES 

ImAugust, 1979-COngresS amended the Food Stamp Act of 1977. The first 
prbvision of the new legislation to be implemented relates to allowable 
deductions for fbod stamp applicants and recipients who are 60 years of 
age or over or who receive Social Security Disability payments under 
Title II of the Social Security Act. In making this change Congress in-
tended to enable more individuals•to qualify for the Food Stamp Program 
and to increase the benefit levels of elderly and disabled food stamp 
recipients. Congress mandated that this change in the law be implemented 
no later than January 1, 1980. 

This letter transmits the new and amended regulations necessary to tmple- 
, immat.this policy-change. Under the revised policy, elderly and disabled 
hougehold hiemtPar6=are given a deduction for allowable medical expenses 
inv.exoess of $35 per month. The $35 threshold applies to the combined 
expenses of ailcqtalified household members. In addition, households 
whichctIontain":Ch-Uderly or disabled member are given a deduction for 
anal-treble shelter- posts in excess of 50% of the household's adjusted net 
income. The bilelter cap is not used when determining the eligibility and 
benefit level-Of-these households. 

This .letter also-`transmits a cost-of-living increase to the food stamp 
coupon allotments and the standard deduction. The standard utility 
allowances - have- been updated because of the anticipated increase in the 
cost - of fuel -this winter. These adjustments were made in accordance with 
theoConsumer Price Index and reflect the increase in the cost-of-living 
since the last adjustment. 

The procedures'for implementing the new medical/shelter deductions and for 
updating the-- rases on the Recipient Master File are being transmitted by AP 
Memo. 
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364.960: 
	

STANDARD UTILITY ALLOWANCES 

Eff. 1/80 
FIRST MONTH 

OF 
CERTIFICATION NUMBER OF MONTHS THAT HOUSEHOLD IS CERTIFIED 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

JANUARY 354 304 281 245 215 189 170 155 146 147 153 169 

FEBRUARY 252 245 208 181 157 138 128 119 123 132 150 169 

MARCH 238 187 156 131 115 106 100 107 119 140 161 169 

APRIL 136 115 96 86 79 78 88 106 130 152 162 169 

MAY 95 77 69 67 67 80  101 130 155 165 171 169 

JUNE 58 56 56 59 77 101 135 162 172 179 173 169 

JULY 53 54 59 81 111 148 176 186 191 187 179 169 

AUGUST 56 61 92 125 166 198 206 209 201 190 177 169 

SEPTEMBER 68 110 148 192 226 230 231 219 206 190 179 169 

OCTOBER 152 189 237 266 264 259 241 224 205 189 176 169 

NOVEMBER 225 278 302 290 279 257 232 210 192 180 170 169 

DECEMBER 330 343 312 294 261 234 208 189 173 165 163 169 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR TABLE USE 

1. Find the first month of the certification period in the first column. 

2. Read across until you find the dollar figure for the number of months in the 
certification period. This dollar figure is the standard utility allowance. 

3. Add this dollar figure to other shelter expenses to arrive at total shelter 
expenses. 
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State Letter 640 ‘, 
March 18, 1983 

	

TD) 	DEPARTMENT STAFF 

c7, 
F On4 JOSEPH GALLANT, DEPUTY COMMISSIONER 

	

'/RE -' 	FOOD STAMP PROGRAM - STANDARD UTILITY ALLOWANCES 

An amendment to the Food Stamp Act has changed the use of the single figure 
standard utility allowance. Only households which incur heating costs on a 
regular basis are entitled to use the standard utility allowance of 5226 
which includes a heating allowance. This heating standard utility allowance 
must be prorated among households which reside together. 

Because the $226 heating standard utility allowance is restricted to house-
holds which incur heating costs, a new, non-heating standard of $72 has been 
developed for households which incur utility costs other than heating costs. 
This non-heating standard utility allowance must also be prorated among house-
holds which reside together. 

A nousehold living in a public housing unit which has central heating meters 
and whicn charges the household for excess heating costs is not permitted 
to use the heating standard utility allowance. 

'` A household may now switch between a standard utility allowance and actual 
-- c 	J cost whenever the household moves. The household is allowed one additional 

• I switch during a certification period. 

	

The 	standard utility allowances must be applied at application, recertifica- 
tion, or,  at a reported change in shelter or utilities. 

This iiaterial is effective April 1, 1983. 

PE:0  .1-J IA REVISIONS 

1 06 ONR 364 

3enumoer pages 364.400 (1 of 3) and (2 of 3) to 364.400 (1 of 5) and (2 of 5) 

JEI 4,'!D EVISE9 MATERIAL  

136  CNR 361  

:f Contents 364.900 through 364.990 
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State Letter 640 
March 18, 1983 

OBSOLETE MATERIAL 

106 CMR 364 
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(3) Charges for heating, cooling, and cooking fuel; electricity; 
water and sewer; garbage and trash collection fees; the 
basic service fee for one (1) telephone, including tax on 
the basic fee; and fees charged by the utility provider for 
initial installation of the utility. One time deposits 
shall not be included as shelter costs. 

(4) The above shelter expenses for a home not actually occupied 
by the household because of employment or training away from 
home, illness or abandonment of the home due to natural 
disaster or casulty loss. Shelter expenses for a vacated 
home are included in the shelter deduction only when the 
household intends to return to the home and the current 
occupants of the home, if any, are not claiming a shelter 
deduction for food stamp purposes and the home is not leased 
or rented during the absence of the household. 

(5) Charges for repair of a home substantially damaged in a 
natural disaster such as fire or flood are allowed as a 
shelter deduction unless the repair charge has been or will 
be reimbursed by private or public relief agencies, 
insurance companies or from any other source. 

(F) Utility Allowance  

A household which incurs the cost of at least one (1) of the 
following utilities separately and apart from its rent or 
mortgage is eligible for a utility deduction: heating, cooking, 
electricity, water, sewer, garbage and trash collection and 
basic telephone fee and tax. If a household does not incur the 
cost of any of these utilities, the household is ineligible for a 
utility allowance. 

If the household incurs at least one (1) of these expenses, the 
amount of the utility allowance shall be determined. First, 
determine which standard utility allowance in accordance with 
(1), below, applies to the household. 	Second, determine whether 
that standard utility allowance must be prorated in accordance 
with (2). Third, determine whether the result of (2) or the 
household's actual utility expenses will be used as the utility 
allowance in accordance with (3). 

The amounts of the standard utility allowances and their prorated 
amounts are listed in Section 364.945. 

(1) The Three (3) Standard Utility Allowances  

Only one (1) of the following standard utility household 
allowances applies to any one household or group of households 

depending on individual circumstances as described below: 



i06 	OLPARTMENT Jt PULiEl  WELFARE 	  
Iran. by 	640 

FOOD STAMP PROGRAM 

	

ULTF_RMINI1G HOUSLHOLO ELIGISILITY AND BENEF11 LEVEL 	Chapter 364 
, ev. 3183 	 (4 of 5) 	Page 	364.400  

a, Heating Standard Utility Allowance 

the heating standard utility allowance applies to a 
Household wnich incurs heating costs separately and 
apart from its rent or mortgage and which is billed for 
heating costs on a regular basis. 	A household living in 
a public housing unit which has central neating meters 
and 4wch charges toe household fir excess heating 
costs shall not be permitted to use tnis allowance. 

The heating standard utility allowance includes the 
following expenses: 	heating, cooking, electricity, 
water, sewer, cool log, garbaje and trasn collection, the 
ba,1: tee tor one (1) telephone and tax, and initial 
utility installation fee. 

b, Non-heating Standard Utility Allowance  

the non-heating staniard utility allowance applies to a 
household which i icnr, no heating costs separately and 
apart trum its rent or mortga, j e and which incurs at 
least one (1) of toe fallowing costs separately and 
apart from its rent or mortgage: cookioy, electricity, 
water, sewer, cooling, and garbage and trasn collection. 

this standard utility allowance includes the following 
expenses: cookinj, electricity, water, sewer, cooling, 
garbage and trash cn'lection, the basic tee for one (1) 
telephone and tax, and initial utility installation tz!e, 

c. 	lelephone Standard Utility  i-dlowance  

The telephone standard Utility allowance applies to a 
household which inc u rs a telephone cost and which incurs 
none at tne following costs separately and apart from 
its rent )r murt gage: 	;)eating, ,00Ning, electricity, 
water, sewer, and ,arbage and trasn collection. 

This standard utility allowance includes the basic tee 
tar one (1) telephone and tax, and initial installation 
tee. 
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(2) Proration of the Standard Utility Allowances  

If a household lives with another household or households, 
one (1) standard utility allowance shall be divided equally 
among the households which contribute to meeting utility 
costs whether or not each household participates in the 
Food Stamp Program. Only one (1) standard utility 
allowance shall apply for the group of households living in 
the same residence. See Section 364.945 for these prorated 
amounts. 

(3) Determining Whether Actual Utility Costs or a Standard  
0--TiTitMUTOreiance is Used  

If the telephone standard utility allowance applies to a 
household, this allowance is used as the utility allowance 
unless the amount has been prorated in accordance with (2), 
above. If the amount has been prorated, the prorated amount 
shall be used. 

If the heating standard utility allowance, the non-heating 
standard utility allowance, or prorated amounts of these 
allowances in accordance with (2), above, apply to a house-
hold, that standard utility allowance or prorated amount 
shall be the utility allowance unless the household can 
verify that its actual utility expenses exceed the standard 
allowance or its appropriate prorated amount; and the use 
of actual utility expenses would result in a benefit level 
higher than the benefit level using the standard utility 
allowance or its prorated amount. If the household can 
verify this and if the benefit level would be higher, the 
actual utility costs shall be used. A household may switch 
between actual utility costs and its standard utility 
allowance or prorated amount only once during a certifica-
tion period unless the switch is requested when the 
household moves. A household is allowed to switch 
from actual utility costs to its appropriate standard 
utility allowance whenever the household moves. 

The utility allowance must be added to any other allowable 
shelter expenses claimed by the household. 
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364.430: Expenses Deducted in the Month Due  

Except for expenses the household elects to average, the expense is 
deducted in the month it is billed or otherwise becomes due, 
regardless of when the household intends to pay the expense. For 
example, rent which is due each month is included in the household's 
monthly shelter deduction even if the household does not pay the rent 
each month. 

A particular expense may be deducted only once. Amounts carried 
forward from past billing periods are not deauctible in a subsequent 
month even if included in the most recent billing or actually paid by 
the household in the most recent billing period. 

364.440: Averaging Expenses  

Households may elect to average fluctuating or one (1) time deductible 
expenses instead of taking a deduction in the month the expense is 
billed or otherwise becomes due. 

(A) Except for medical expenses one (1) time only expenses are averaged 
over the entire certification period in which they are billed 
regardless of when the expense is reported by the household. 
One (1) time only medical expenses which are reported during a 
certification period may be taken as a one (1) time deduction or 
averaged forward over the remaining months of the certification 
period. If the household elects to average the expense, the 
averaging begins the month the change becomes effective. 

(B) Expenses billed less often than monthly are averaged forward over 
the interval between scheduled billings. 	If there is no 
scheduled interval between billings, the expense is averaged for-
ward over the period the expense is intended to cover. For 
example, if a household receives a single bill in February for a 
(3) three month supply of fuel oil, the household may elect to 
average the deductible amount over the months of February, 
March and April instead of taking a one (1) time deduction. 

(C) Expenses billed more often than monthly must be converted to a 
monthly amount. To convert these expenses to a monthly amount 
the worker must multiply weekly amounts by 4 1/3 or 4.333 and bi-
weekly amounts by 2.167. 
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364.430: Expenses Deducted in the Month Due  

'Except for expenses the household elects to average, the expense is 
deducted in the month it is billed or otherwise becomes due, 
regardless of when the household intends to pay the expense. For 
example, rent which is due each month is included in the household's 
monthly shelter deduction even if the household does not pay the rent 
each month. 

A particular expense may be deducted only once. Amounts carried 
forward from past billing periods are not deductible in a subsequent 
month even if included in the most recent billing or actually paid by 
the household in the most recent billing period. 

364.440: Averaging  Expenses  

Households may elect to average fluctuating or one (1) time deductible 
expenses instead of taking a deduction in the month the expense is 
billed or otherwise becomes due. 

(A) Except for medical expenses one (1) time only expenses are averaged 
over the entire certification period in which they are billed 
regardless of when the expense is reported by the household. 
One (1) time only medical expenses which are reported during a 
certification period may be taken as a one (1) time deduction or 
averaged forward over the remaining months of the certification 
period. If the household elects to average the expense, the 
averaging begins the month the change becomes effective. 

(B) Expenses billed less often than monthly are averaged forward over 
the interval between scheduled billings. 	If there is no 
scheduled interval between billings, the expense is averaged for-
ward over the period the expense is intended to cover. For 
example, if a household receives a single bill in February for a 
(3) three month supply of fuel oil, the household may elect to 
average the deductible amount over the months of February, 
March and April instead of taking a one (1) time deduction. 

(C) Expenses billed more often than monthly must be converted to a 
monthly amount. To convert these expenses to a monthly amount 
the worker must multiply weekly amounts by 4 1/3 or 4.333 and bi-
weekly amounts by 2.167. 
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364.450: Verification of Deductible Expenses at Initial  Certification  

(A) Utility Expenses  

If a household claims that actual utility expenses exceed its 
standard utility allowance or prorated amount in accordance with 
Section 364.400(F), the actual utility expenses must be verified. 
When the actual utility expenses cannot be verified in time to 
meet the thirty (30) day application processing standard, the 
standard allowance must be used to determine the household's eli-
gibility and benefit level. 	If the household subsequently veri- 
fies the actual utility expenses, the worker shall treat the 
information as a reported change. 
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364.945: The Standard Utility Allowances and Their Prorated Amounts  

See Section 364.400(F) for instructions for using this table. 

Heating 	 Non-Heating 	Telephone 
Standard 	 Standard 	 Standard 

Number of 	 Utility 	 Utility 	 Utility 
Households 	 Allowance 	Allowance 	 Allowance 

1 $226.00 $72.00 $12.00 
2 113.00 36.00 6.00 
3 75.00 24.00 4.00 
4 56.00 18.00 3.00 
5 45.00 14.00 2.00 

For households in excess of five (5), divide the standard utility 
allowance by the number of households and round the result down to the 
next whole dollars. 



United States 
Department of 
Agriculture 

Food and 
Nutrition 
Service 

Northeast Region 

10 Causeway St. 
Room 501 
Boston, MA 02222 

USDA 

NOV 2 2000 

Margaret Mulligan O'Brien, Director 
Massachusetts Department of Transitional Assistance 
Office of Policy, Procedure, and Program Management 
600 Washington Street 
Boston, MA 02111 

Dear Ms. O'Brien: 

Thank you for your prompt response to our request for a re-evaluation 
of standard utility allowances (SUA) in light of the rising heating costs. 
We are approving your request for an increase in your SUA (with heat) 
for Federal Fiscal Year 2001. The approved rates are as follows and 
will become effective January 1, 2001: 

With heat standard will increase from $349 to $389 
Without heat standard will remain unchanged at $211 
Telephone Only standard will remain unchanged at $25 

Any questions regarding this should be directed to Bob Deegan at 
(617) 565-6417 or robert.deegan@fns.usda.gov . 

Sincerely, 

Mary A. Ferris, Chief 
State Program Improvement Section 
Food Stamp Program 
Northeast Regional Office 

AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 
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Commonwealth of illassac.husetts 
Executive Office of Health and Human Services 

Department of Transitional Assistance 
600 Washington Street • Boston MA 02111 

Argeo Paul Cellucci 
	

William D. O'Leary 
Governor 
	

Secretary 

Jane Swift 
	

Claire McIntire 
Lieutenant Governor 
	

Commissioner 

November 20, 2000 

Mr. Robert L. Canavan 
Regional Director 
Food Stamp Program 
10 Causeway Street, Room 501 
Boston, Massachusetts 02222 

Dear Mr. Canavan: 

Based on the continuing increase in fuel costs and a reassessment of our current Heating SUA of 
$349, the Department has determined that this standard should be increased. It is understandably 
difficult to predict with certainty a precise increase due to the volatility of gas and oil market 
prices. 

We have received an estimated range of average increased residential heating costs of $32-40 
from the Division of Energy Resources (see attached). Because predictions indicate substantial 
natural gas price increases this winter, coupled with fuel oil fluctuations anticipated to be similar 
to last winter we propose increasing our Heating SUA standard by $40. We feel this increase is 
conservative, yet fairly raises the standard applied to costs experienced by low income 
households in the Commonwealth. 

The Department proposes to increase the current Heating SUA amount from $349 to $389 per 
month with an anticipated effective date of 01-01-01. 

An expedited approval of this request is greatly appreciated. 

-- 
Sincerely

(
, 

.Matgaret Mulligan 0'„hrien 
Director, Office of Policy, 
Procedure and Program 
Management 

1002 
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COMMONWEALTH. OF MASSACTIUSEITS 
OFFICE OF CONSUMER AFFAIRS 

AND BUSINESS REGULATION 
DIVISION OF ENERGY RESOURCES 

70 FRANKLIN STREET, In' FLOOR 
BOSTON, MA 02110-1313 

Internet: hup://www.statemekuridoer 
E-mail: energy state.mans 

November 17, 2000 

 

Argeo Paul Caned 
Governor 

Jane Swift 
Lieutenant Governor 
Jennifer Davis Carey 

Director of Consumer Affairs 

David L O'Connor 
Commissioner • 

T131..EPHONE 
(617) 7274732 

FACSIMILE 
(617) 727-0030 
(617) 727-0093 

By Fax 

Bill Cristy 
Department of Transitional Assistance 
600 Washington St. 
Boston, MA 

Re: Average Increases in Monthly Heating Bills 

Dear Mr. Cristy: 

Per ow conversation, the Massachusetts Division of Energy Resources (DOER) has 
estimated a per-month increase in heating costs for the average residential customer over the 6-
month, winter season (October-March) to be approximately $34 greater than last year's winter 
season. You should note that this is a rough estimate that can be refined, but is similar to an 
estimate of approximately $32-$40 provided by the Energy Information 
Administration/Department of Energy for the Northeast U.S. If you have any questions or need 
more specifics concerning the assumptions or method involved in the above calculation, please 
let me know. 

Sincerely; 

Alvaro B. Pereira 



USDA

-

AUG T8am

Unitad states
Departmont of
Asriculture 

SUBJECT:
Food and
Nutrition
Service Iu:
3101 Park
Center Drive

Alexandria, VA
22302-1500

SNAP - Standard Utility Allowance (SUA) Annual Review and Adjustment

Biennial Option - Blanket Waiver of S 273.9 (dx6)(iii)

Regional Directors
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

All Regions

Federal regulations at S 273.9 (dX6Xiii)(B) allow a State agency, with approval from Food and

Nutrition jervice 6NS;, to develop a Standard Utility Allowance (SUA), to be used in place of
actual utility costs in determining a household's excess shelter deduction. It has come to FNS's

attention that, due to unusual shifts in utility costso Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

(SNAP) benefits to needy families may deCrease when States make annual SUA adjustments this

year - even if the circumstances of those households remain constant. This memorandum serves

as a onetime blanket waiver of the regulations at $ 273.9 (dx6)(iii)(B) which require State

agencies to update SUAs annuallY.

This waiver allows States to make a biennial adjustment to the SUA in 2010 rather than an

annual adjustment in 2009, if an annual 2009 adjustment would result in a decrease in SNAP

benefits to households. Electing a biennial adjustment to the SUA means that the State agency

will make adjustments to refleci changes in costs over two years rather than making an annual

adjustment in 2009.

Background

As provided by SNAP rules, the SUA calculation may include the cost of fuel for heating and

.ooii.rg, electr-icity or fuel used for pulposes other than heating or cooling, water, sewage and

other utility costs. State agencies may develop different kinds of SUAs - for example, an

individual standard for each type of utility expense or an SUA for all utilities that includes

heating or cooling costs (an ftCSUA) - but cannot allow households the use of two standards

that include the same expense. State agencies may also vary the allowance by factors such as

household size, geographic area, or season.

All States except the Virgin Islands use SUAs.

AN EOUAL OPFORTUNITY EMPLOYER
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Regulations

Federal regulations at $ 273.9 (d)(6)(iii) state:

(B) The State agency must review the standards annually and make adjustments to reflect

changes in costi, rounded to the nearest whole dollar. State agencies must provide the

amoJnts of standards to FNS when they are changed and submit methodologies used in

developing and updating standards to FNS for approval when the methodologies are

developed or changed.

Description

SUAs are updated annually as provided by regulations at 5 273.9 (d)(6). Typically, SUA values

increase slightly each year as the cost of energy rises over time. This year, for some States, the

cost of certiin utilitiesmay be lower than the cost last year. This means that the adjusted value

of an SUA will be less than it was last year. When a new, lower-value SUA is put into effect, a

household with the same gross income will have a smaller SUA deduction, resulting in a higher

net income calculation which would dictate a lower value for SNAP benefits. Therefore, a

household that has no change in household circumstances may experience a decrease in benefits

from one month to the nexisimply because an adjusted, lower-value SUA is implemented. Refer

to the "Example of Implementation" below for numerical examples.

In order to maintain benefit stability and to preserve the stimulative effects of the American

Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), FNS is allowing State agencies to adjust

SUAs over a two-year time frame if benefits would otherwise be decreased by the annual SUA

adjustment for 2009.

FNS also notes that utility prices tend to be more dynamic than food, housing or other indices.

Allowing States to adjust over a two year period, rather than a one-year period, will result in an

update that reflects the change in utility costs over two years and may help to avoid a significant

decrease in SNAP benefits to needy families that could result from a mandatory SUA update for

2009.

Example of Implementation

This example is designed to clarify the concept of a biennial SUA adjustment versus an annual

SUA adjustment during the years 2008 through 2010. The following SUA figures are

illustrative; each State has its own procedures for calculating SUAs. Note that the SUA

adjustment uses a base figure from the previous SUA adjustment (typically, the adjusted SUA

from the previous year).
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Figure A: Illustrative Values for Annual and Biennial Adjustment

\__Y_*_J
Annual Adjustment

Example 1: Adjusting Annually in2009. If a State agency were to undertake an annual review
and adjustment for this SUA in2009, the State would determine that the value of the SUA
decreased by $50 between 2008 and 2009. Implementing this change in SUA would result in a
household with no change in household circumstances experiencing a $15 decrease in SNAP
benefits in 2010. In Figure A, this is indicated by the bracket labeled "Annual Adjustment."

Example 2: Adjusting Biennially in 2010. If a State agency determines that an annual
adjustment in2009 would cause a decrease in benefrts to clients, the State agency may choose to
instead adjust biennially in 2010. In this example, if a State to makes a biennial adjustment in
2010, the agency would find that the value of the SUA increased by $1 between 2008 and 2010.
Implementing this change in SUA would mean that ahousehold with no change in household
circumstances would receive approximately the same benefit amount in2011 as it did in 2009
and 2010. In Figure A, this indicated by the bracket labeled "Biennial Adjustment."

States that opt to implement the biennial review and adjustment to the SUA rather than an annual
review in2009 must notiff their Regional Office and Regional Offices should noti$'the
Certifi cation Policy Branch.

If you have any questions, please contact Elizabeth Weber at elizabeth.weber@fns.usda.gov or
by phone at (703) 305-2407 .

.,'..'-. rnx ft ^\4 -r T9t
Arthur T. Foley f
Director
Program Development Division

Biennial Adjustment
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DEC - 22010 

SUBJECT: SNAP - Standard Utility Allowance (SUA) Annual Review and 
Adjustment Waiver for Certain States - Modification and Extension 

TO: Regional Directors 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
All Regions 

Due to the impact on SNAP benefits resulting from continuing fluctuations in energy 
prices, the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) is modifying the Standard Utility 
Allowance (SUA) blanket waiver memorandum of October 14,2010 to allow certain 
States to extend fiscal year (FY) 2010 SUA amounts through March 31, 2011. As of 
April 1, 2011 States which take this option will be required to adjust their SUAs to the 
FY 2011 levels based on their FNS-approved methodologies. However, FNS will not 
require any State to lower its SUA by more than a fixed amount. This will ensure that no 
household will experience more than a $20 decrease in its monthly benefit. This waiver 
will soften the impact that certain States' reduced SUAs might otherwise have on 
household benefits. 

Background 

On August 18, 2009, FNS issued a one-time blanket waiver for FY 2010 that permitted 
States to waive the annual update of their SUAs required by SNAP regulations at 7 CFR 
273.9(d)(6)(iii). Because energy prices remained low, FNS extended the waiver on 
August 6, 2010 only to those States that had not taken advantage of the waiver 
previously. However, some of the States that had taken the waiver in the first year (FY 
2010) found that their FY 2011 SUAs were reduced, resulting in decreased benefits for 
many households. Requests were made for an extension of the waiver for these States. 

In consideration of these concerns, on October 14,2010, FNS amended the August 6,2010 
guidance to permit eligible States to extend their SUAs for an additional 3 months. 
Eligibility of the waiver extension was limited to those States that applied the waiver in FY 
2010 and had a decreased SUA for FY 2011. Ten States advised FNS that they had 
adopted the extension: Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, and Vermont. 

Due to continuing concerns regarding the the impact of decreased FY 2011 SUAs on 
SNAP benefits, FNS is providing an additional 3-month extension, through 
March 31, 2011, for those 10 States that took the previous 3-month extension. 

AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 
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Regulations 

Federal regulations at 7 CFR 273.9(d)(6)(iii) state: 

(B) The State agency must review the standards annually and make adjustments to 
reflect changes in costs, rounded to the nearest whole dollar. State agencies must 
provide the amounts of standards to FNS when they are changed and submit 
methodologies used in developing and updating standards to FNS for approval 
when the methodologies are developed or changed. 

Description of Alternative Procedures 

In order to soften the economic impact of a decrease in SUAs on families in need, FNS is 
allowing the 10 States which opted for the 3-month extension to continue to use these 
SUA amounts until March 31, 2011. On April 1, 2011 these States will be required to 
adjust their SUAs to the FY 2011 amount as calculated based on the State's FNS
approved methodology. To reduce the impact of this SUA adjustment on client benefits, 
FNS will not require any State to lower its SUA by more than $66. This will ensure that 
no household will experience more than a $20 decrease in monthly benefits as a result of 
a reduced SUA amount. 

The features of this blanket waiver are as follow: 

• Eligibility for this waiver is limited to those States which implemented the 3-
month waiver extension provided by the October 14,2010 memorandum. 

• The additional extension is provided through March 31, 2011. Each State that 
takes this option must implement its FY 2011 SUA amounts by April 1, 2011, 
even if the State does not implement annual SUA adjustments on a fiscal year 
schedule. 

• From April 1, 2011 through September 30, 2011, FNS will not require an eligible 
State to reduce the SUA by more than $66. 

• The additional SUA extension and the $66 SUA reduction limit are options for 
eligible State agencies and are not mandatory. 

• States must notify their Regional Offices whether or not the State intends to 
implement the SUA extension and the $66 SUA reduction limit. 

I 
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Future Annual SUA Adjustments 

FNS has offered SUA blanket waivers in order to balance the need to base the benefit 
structure on current price levels while cushioning the impact on household benefits 
during a difficult economic period. 

As provided by SNAP rules, SUAs are intended to reflect utility price levels and should 
be adjusted annually to reflect current household energy costs. 

As of October 1, 2011 all States will be expected to make annual adjustments to their 
SUAs as provided by Federal regulations at 7 CFR 273.9(d)(6)(iii) and based on their 
normal FNS-approved methodologies. There will be no further extensions. 

Director 
Program Development Division 



JOHN A. WAGNER 

Commissioner 

State Letter 1255 
pril 1, 2003 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Executive Office of Health and Human Services 

Department of Transitional Assistance 
600 Washington Street • Boston, MA 02111 

 

MITT ROMNEY 
Governor 

 

RONALD PRESTON 
Secretary 

Department Staff 

John A. Wagner 

Farm Bill of 2002: Mandated Standard Utility Allowance and Treatment of 
Legally Obligated Child Support Payments 

In our continued effort to simplify food stamp program rules and reduce barriers to food stamp 
participation, the Department has opted to implement the following Farm Bill provisions. 

• 	The Standard Utility Allowances for Heating/Cooling, Nonheating and Telephone as 
applicable to household circumstances are now mandated. 

Actual utility expenses are no longer used in calculating the Shelter Deduction even 
if actual utility expenses exceed the mandated amount. 

Households in shared living arrangements will be eligible for the full applicable 
SUA. (Formerly the SUA was prorated based on the number of households living 
together and sharing utility expenses.) 

Residents of public or subsidized housing with shared meters are now entitled to the 
full applicable SUA. (Formerly these households received allowance for only the 
actual amount of excess charges.) 

■ 	Legally obligated child support payments will be excluded from income for the purpose of 
applying the appropriate gross income test of eligibility. 

This material is effective April 1, 2003. 

INSERT 

MANUAL UPKEEP 

TRANS. BY S.L. REMOVE 

361.600 361.600 1118 
361.610 (1 of 3) 361.610 (1 of 3) 1072--  

363.230 (11 of 11) 363.230 (11 of 11) 1169 
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KERRY HEALEY 

Lieutenant Governor 
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Re: 
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106 CMR: Department of Transitional Assistance 

Trans, by Si. 1255 

Rev. 4/2003 

Food Stamp Program 

Determining Household Eligibility and Benefit Level 
(4 of 5) 

Chapter 364 
Page 364.400 

(2) 	Utility Costs: 

An assistance unit that incurs utility costs separately and apart from its rent or mortgage 
is eligible for a utility allowance. A standard utility allowance (SUA) will be used in 
calculating the Shelter Deduction for the assistance unit, even in the event that actual 
expenses exceed the mandated amount. The applicable SUA will be determined based on 
the type of utility costs incurred by the assistance unit. There are three SUAs. The SUA 
amounts are listed in 106 CMR 364.945. 

Only one of the following SUAs applies to any assistance unit based on the type of utility 
costs incurred by the assistance unit as described below: 

(a) 	Heating/Cooling Standard Utility Allowance 

The heating standard utility allowance applies to anassistance unit that incurs 
heating or cooling costs separate and apart from its rent or mortgage and that is 
billed for heating or cooling costs on a regular basis. The Heating/Cooling SUA 
includes the following expenses: heating, cooling, cooking fuel, electricity, water, 
sewerage, garbage and trash collection, the basic fee for one telephone and tax, 
and initial utility installation fee. 

An assistance unit living in a public housing unit that has central meters and that 
charges the assistance unit for excess heating or cooling costs shall be permitted 
to use this allowance. 

An assistance unit that incurs electricity costs to power an electric blower that 
distributes heat or cooling from an oil or gas furnace shall not be permitted to use 
this allowance. 

Recipients of energy assistance payments made under the LIIIEAA of 1981 are 
entitled to use of the heating standard utility allowance because they are deemed 
to have incurred out-of-pocket energy expenses. 

An assistance unit that receives indirect energy assistance payments, made under 
a program other than LEHEAA, but continues to incur out-of-pocket heating 
expenses during any month covered by the certification period, is still eligible to 
use the heating standard utility allowance. An assistance unit that receives energy 
assistance payments (other than LIHEAA) shall have its energy assistance 
payment(s) prorated over the entire heating season that the payment is intended to 
cover to determine whether the assistance unit incurs any out-of-pocket heating 
expenses. 



106 CMR: Department of Transitional Assistance 

Trans. by S.L. 1255 

Rev. 4/2003 

Food Stamp Program 

Determining Household Eligibility and Benefit Level 
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Chapter 364 
Page 364.400 

(b) Nonheating Standard Utility Allowance  

The Nonheating Standard Utility Allowance applies to an assistance unit that does not 
qualify for the the Heating/Cooling SUA because it incurs no heating or cooling costs 
separate and apart from its rent or mortgage. The Nonheating SUA includes the 
followingexpenses: cooking fuel, electricity, water, sewerage, garbage and trash 
collection, the basic fee for one telephone and tax and initial utility installation fee. 

(c) Telephone Standard Utility Allowance 

The Telephone Standard Utility Allowance applies to an assistance unit that incurs a 
telephone cost but none of the following costs separate and apart from its rent or 
mortgage: heating or cooling, cooking fuel, electricity, water, sewerage, garbage and 
trash collection. The telephone SUA includes the basic fee for one telephone and tax, and 
initial utility installation fee. 

(3 ) 
	

Treatment of the Standard Utility Allowance in Shared Living Situations 

If an assitance unit lives with another assistance unit or assistance units, each assistance unit 
which contributes to utility costs shall be entitled to the full applicable SUA. 



 

106 CMR: Department of Transitional Assistance 
Trans. by Si. 1118 

 

Food Stamp Program 
The Application Process 	 Chapter 361 

Rev. 6/97 
	

Page 	361.600 

	

361.600: 	Verification 

Verification is the use of third-party information or documentation to establish the accuracy 
of the information provided by the applicant. 106 CMR 361.600 through 361.660 set forth 
requirements for verification. Application of these requirements to each eligibility factor is 
discussed in the sections dealing with the particular eligibility factor. (See 106 CMR 365.180 
for verification factors that are deemed for categorically eligible households.) 

	

361.610: 	Verification Requirements at Initial Certification 

(A) Gross Countable Income 

The amount of the household's gross countable monthly income, as defined in 106 CMR I 
363.200, shall be verified before initial certification. The verification requirements of 
106 CMR 365.800 et seq. shall be followed for households entitled to expedited service. 
If all attempts to verify the gross countable income are unsuccessful because a third 
party has failed to cooperate, the worker shall determine the household's gross 
countable monthly income based on the best available information. 

Noncountable income shall be verified only if the information provided by the 
household is questionable ( 106 CMR 361.620). 

(B) Noncitizen Status 

Any household member identified as noncitizen on the application shall verify his or her 
noncitizen status before initial certification in accordance with 106 CMR 362.200 et seq. 

(C) Utility Expenses 

Households must be informed of: (1) the difference between using the standard utility 
allowance (SUA) or the actual utility expenses and (2) when they may switch between 
the SUA and the actual utility expenses. 

Households claiming that actual utility expenses are higher than the standard utility 
allowance and that using the actual utility expenses would result in an increased benefit 
level must verify the utility expenses. When the actual utility expenses are not verified 
in time to meet the 30-day application processing standard, the appropriate standard 
utility allowance shall be used in determining the household's eligibility and benefit 
level. When the actual utility expenses are verified by the household, the household's 
benefit level shall be recalculated. This recalculation is not considered a change in utility 
allowance since the household claimed actual expenses at initial certification. 

Once the selection of the utility allowance has been made, the household has the right to 
switch between the use of the actual utility expenses and the standard utility allowance 
at the following times: 
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(1) The Three Standard Utility Allowances 

Only one of the following standard utility allowances applies to any assistance unit 
or group of assistance units depending on individual circumstances as described 
below: 

(a) Heating Standard Utility Allowance  

The heating standard utility allowance applies to an assistance unit that 
incurs heating costs separately and apart from its rent or mortgage and 
that is billed for heating costs on a regular basis. An assistance unit living 
in a public housing unit that has central heating meters and that charges 
the assistance unit for excess heating costs shall not be permitted to use 
this allowance. An assistance unit that incurs electricity costs to power an 
electric blower that distributes heat from an oil or gas furnace shall not be 
permitted to use this allowance. 

Recipients of energy assistance payments made under the LIHEAA of 
1981 are entitled to use of the heating SUA because they are deemed to 
have incurred out-of-pocket energy expenses. 

An assistance unit that receives indirect energy assistance payments, 
made under a program other than LIHEAA, but continues to incur 
out-of-pocket heating expenses during any month covered by the 
certification period, is still eligible to use the heating standard utility 
allowance. An assistance unit that receives energy assistance payments 
(other than LIHEAA) shall have its energy assistance payment(s) prorated 
over the entire heating season that the payment is intended to cover to 
determine whether the assistance unit incurs any out-of-pocket heating 
expenses. 

The heating standard utility allowance includes the following expenses: 
heating, cooking, electricity, water, sewerage, cooling, garbage and trash 
collection, the basic fee for one telephone and tax, and initial utility 
installation fee. 

(b) Nonheating Standard Utility Allowance  

The nonheating standard utility allowance applies to an assistance unit 
that does not qualify for the heating SUA because it incurs no heating 
costs separately and apart from its rent or mortgage, but does incur at 
least one of the following costs separately and apart from its rent or 
mortgage: cooking, electricity, water, sewerage, cooling, and garbage and 
trash collection. 
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This standard utility allowance includes the following expenses: cooking, 
electricity, water, sewerage, cooling, garbage and trash collection, the basic 
fee for one telephone and tax, and initial utility installation fee. 

(c) Telephone Standard Utility Allowance 

The telephone standard utility allowance applies to an assistance unit that 
incurs a telephone cost but incurs none of the following costs separately 
and apart from its rent or mortgage: heating, cooking, electricity, water, 
sewerage, and garbage and trash collection. This standard utility allowance 
includes the basic fee for one telephone and tax, and initial installation fee. 

(2) Proration of the Standard Utility Allowances 

If an assistance unit lives with another assistance unit or assistance units, one 
standard utility allowance shall be divided equally among the assistance units 
that contribute to meeting utility costs whether or not each assistance unit 
participates in the Food Stamp Program. Only one standard utility allowance 
shall apply for the group of assistance units living in the same residence. See 106 
CMR 364.945 for these prorated amounts. 

(3) When Actual Utility Expenses Exceed the Standard Utility Allowance 

Assistance units must be informed of the difference between using the standard 
utility allowance or the actual utility expenses and when they may switch 
between the SUA and the actual utility expenses. 

(a) At Initial Certification 

At initial certification, assistance units that claim that their actual utility 
expenses are higher than the standard utility allowance and that using the 
actual utility expenses would result in an increased benefit level must 
verify the utility expenses. When the actual utility expenses are not verified 
in time to meet either the 30-day application processing standard or the 
seven-day expedited processing standard, the appropriate standard utility 
allowance shall be used in determining the assistance unit's eligibility and 
benefit level. 

When the actual utility expenses are verified by the assistance unit, the 
assistance unit's benefit level shall be recalculated. This recalculation is not 
considered a change in utility allowance since the assistance unit claimed 
actual expenses at initial certification. 
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Assistance units that are entitled to claim the telephone standard utility 
allowance, in accordance with 106 CMR 364.400(F)(1)(c), are not entitled to 
an increased deduction for actual telephone costs that exceed the telephone 
standard utility allowance. 

(b) At Recertification 

The assistance unit has the right to switch between the use of the actual 
utility expenses and the standard utility allowance at any recertification. 
(See 106 CMR 361.610(C).) 

If an assistance unit using actual utility expenses fails to verify the 
expenses, the appropriate standard utility allowance shall be used in 
determining the assistance unit's eligibility and benefit level. The benefit 
level shall be recalculated when the assistance unit provides the 
verification. This recalculation is not considered a change in utility 
allowance. 

(G) 	Child Support Deduction  

Legally obligated child support payments paid by an assistance unit member to or for 
a non-assistance unit member, which are verified in accordance with 106 CMR 
361.610(J), are allowed as a deduction. Assistance units that fail or refuse to obtain 
necessary verification of their legal obligation or of their child support payments shall 
have their eligibility and benefit level determined without consideration of a child 
support deduction. 

Legally obligated child support payments paid by an assistance unit member to a third 
party (e.g., a landlord or utility company) on behalf of the non-assistance unit member 
in accordance with the support order shall be included as part of the child support 
deduction. 

Payments that are made by the assistance unit to obtain health insurance for the 
child(ren) shall also be included as part of the child support deduction. 

The Department shall allow a deduction for amounts paid toward arrearage, even for 
assistance units without a payment history. 

Alimony payments made to or for a non-assistance unit member shall not be included 
in the child support deduction. 



Massachusetts Law Reform Institute. Oct 2019, based on the SNAP math for Jan 1-Sept 30 2017, with adjusted 
HCSUA amount of $449: https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-
files/FY%202017%20HCSUA%20Values%20and%20Proposed%20Rule%20Impacts.pdf 

 

 

Sample SNAP Benefits for One and Two Person Elder/Disabled Households with 
Unearned Income – in 2017 with proposed rule SUA impact 

 
 

Monthly Income 
▼ 

  Sample Monthly Benefits for 1 Person Household   

Sample rent or home ownership 
costs – 

(assumes 50% income as rent) 

SNAP with Actual HCSUA in 
2017 

SNAP Benefit with PROPOSED 
HCSUA 

$800 $400 $194 $159 (-$35) 

$1,000 $500 $147 $99 (-$48) 

$1,200 $600 $87 $39 (-$48) 

$1,400 $700 $27 $16 (-$11) 

$1,600 $800 $16 
 

$1,800 $900 

 

Monthly Income 
▼ 

 Sample Monthly Benefits for 2 Person Households   

Sample rent or home ownership 
costs – 

(assumes 50% income as rent) 

SNAP with Actual HCSUA in 
2017 

SNAP Benefit with PROPOSED 
HCSUA 

$1,000 $500 $310 $262 (-$48) 

$1,200 $600 $250 $202 (-$48) 

$1,400 $700 $190 $142 (-$48) 

$1,600 $800 $130 $82 (-$48) 

$1,800 $900 $70 $22 (-$48) 

$2,000 $1,000 $16 
 

 

https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/FY%202017%20HCSUA%20Values%20and%20Proposed%20Rule%20Impacts.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/FY%202017%20HCSUA%20Values%20and%20Proposed%20Rule%20Impacts.pdf
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Compiled by the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute. November 2019.  

APPENDIX J 

 

Massachusetts State Utility/Energy Data Sources 

Source and Type of 
Utility Data 

Method Source Frequency of 
Data Collection 

Department of Public 
Utilities (DPU), electric 
pricing for consumers 

DPU collects average monthly costs from the following major electric 
companies that provide residential and commercial electricity in 
Massachusetts: 

 National Grid, 

 NSTAR (EverSource), 

 WMECo (EverSource), 

 Unitil 
 
DPU data includes the rate classes, current monthly and fixed prices 
per KwH. DPU posts monthly price data for each company as far back 
as 2008. 

https://www.mass.gov
/info-details/basic-
service-information-
and-rates#basic-
service-pricing- 
 

Monthly 

Department of Public 
Utilities (DPU), natural 
gas pricing for 
consumers 

DPU calculates the gas supply rate by collecting semi-annual rates 
charged by MA gas companies including: 

 Bay State Gas 

 Berkshire Gas 

 Backstone Gas 

 FG&E/Unitil 

 National Grid 

 Liberty Utilities 

 Nstar/Eversource 
 

DPU data distinguishes between cost of gas adjustment factor (GAF) 
and local distribution adjustment factor (LDAF). DPU posts 
information on “peak” and “off peak” rates for the major companies, 
residential rates (including low income consumer discounts), delivery 
rates and tariffs.   
 
Gas companies may submit a change in pricing to DPU at any time, 
and if approved, DPU updates on website. 
Billing is calculated as $/Therm by the majority of the natural gas 

https://www.mass.gov
/info-details/cost-of-
gas-adjustment-
factor-rates-and-
information#gas-
supply-rate/gaf-
information- 

Semi-annually, 
unless a change 
is reported (then 
updated at any 
time) 
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Source and Type of 
Utility Data 

Method Source Frequency of 
Data Collection 

companies. A small minority calculate billing as $/Ccf. 
 
Data about GAF and LDAF prices is available as far back as 2008. 
 

MA Department of 
Energy Resources 
(DOER) 

Mass DOER analyzes weather forecasts and the projected prices and 
consumption for the upcoming winter to provide cost projections for 
each fuel type. 
 
DOER analyzes the following major heating fuel sources used by 
Massachusetts residents:   
 

 natural gas 

 heating oil 

 propane 

 electric heating 
DOER also collects and provides the 5-year trend in pricing 
experienced by each of these fuel types. 
 

https://www.mass.gov
/info-
details/household-
heating-
costs#projected-
household-heating-
costs-for-2018/2019-
by-average-
consumption-for-
each-fuel- 

Annually 

Mass Dept of Housing 
and Community 
Development (DHCD) 

DHCD oversees administration of the Low-Income Heating and 
Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) in the Massachusetts, 
administered locally by Community Action Programs. 
 
DHCD tracks quarterly data on fuel types (oil, natural gas, coal, 
kerosene, wood, propane, and electricity), including whether the 
fuel source is the primary heating source for households, the average 
total amount billed for each type, and the average quantity 
consumed. DHDC further tracks energy burden by population 
quintile. 

MA LIHEAP State Plan: 
https://www.mass.gov
/doc/fy2020-liheap-
state-plan/download  
 
Energy data available 
from DHCD   

Quarterly 

Mass Save Data Mass Save Data tracks monthly MWh usage data for both electricity 
and monthly therm usage data for natural gas by town and by 
county. 
It also tracks electricity and gas costs for all major electric and gas 
companies in MA, broken down by types of residential buildings and 
low income factors. 

https://www.masssav
edata.com/public/ho
me 

Quarterly reports 

https://www.mass.gov/doc/fy2020-liheap-state-plan/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/fy2020-liheap-state-plan/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/fy2020-liheap-state-plan/download
https://www.masssavedata.com/public/home
https://www.masssavedata.com/public/home
https://www.masssavedata.com/public/home
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Source and Type of 
Utility Data 

Method Source Frequency of 
Data Collection 

Energy Switch 
Massachusetts (link 
provided through DPU) 

DPU issues data on basic electric fees for major electric companies in 
MA.  Data incudes the price per kWH, estimates monthly cost for 
consumers, while also taking into account cancellation fees and how 
long the contract lasts. 
Allows consumers to look at available contracts in MA by zip code, 
compare costs and search by inputting specific preferences they may 
have. 
 

http://www.energyswi
tchma.gov/#/ 
 

Monthly 

MA Energy Efficiency 
Advisory Council 
(MEEAC) 

EAAC, established in 2008 under Massachusetts law (Chapter 169 of 
the Acts of 2008), issues a range of  reports that track energy 
efficiency program results in Massachusetts including Utility Energy 
Efficiency Program Administrators Annual Results, Annual Reports, 
Quarterly Reports, and Monthly Dashboards. EEAC conducts studies 
and research on energy efficiency for a host of groups, including low-
income households, weatherization programs for low-income 
households, and more. 

http://ma-eeac.org/  

ISO-New England ISO-New England is a not-for-profit corporation that provides electric 
grid data including real-time pricing, energy usage and generation 
sources. ISO-New England tracks locational marginal pricing (LMP). 
LMP collects the value of the energy at the specific location and time 
it is delivered. 
 

https://www.iso-
ne.com/ 

 

MA Municipal 
Residential Recycling 
Rates via Mass 
Department of 
Environmental 
Protection (DEP) 

The MA DEP collects and calculates recycling rates by municipalities 
in MA based on data submitted annually by these municipalities. 
 
Beginning in 2002, municipal recycling data reporting switched from 
fiscal year reporting to calendar year reporting 

https://www.mass.gov
/lists/recycling-solid-
waste-data-for-
massachusetts-cities-
towns#municipal-
solid-waste-&-
recycling-data- 

Annually 

Local Municipalities’ 
Trash Collection Costs 

Dozens of MA municipalities self-report and post on their local 
websites the annual, monthly and/or weekly fees charged to 
residents based on volume of trash that is collected or delivered to 
landfills. 
 

(some examples) 
https://www.braintreem

a.gov/314/Trash-Bills-

Sticker-Permits 

Updated as 
needed by 
municipalities, if 
any changes to 
pricing/trash 

http://ma-eeac.org/
https://www.iso-ne.com/
https://www.iso-ne.com/
https://www.braintreema.gov/314/Trash-Bills-Sticker-Permits
https://www.braintreema.gov/314/Trash-Bills-Sticker-Permits
https://www.braintreema.gov/314/Trash-Bills-Sticker-Permits
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The majority of municipalities in MA have this information readily 
available. Examples of fees include: 
 

 A flat annual fee, ranging from $90 to $216 
 

 Approved small trash bags can range from $0.75-
$1.25/ per bag 

 

 Approved large trash bags can range from $1.50-
$2.25/per bag 

http://www.worcesterm

a.gov/trash-

recycling/trash-disposal 

https://www.salem.com

/recycling-and-

trash/pages/trash-fee-

forms-information 

https://www.springfield-
ma.gov/dpw/index.php?
id=156 
 
http://gloucester-
ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=
30http://gloucester-
ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=
308 

collection 
methods are 
made 

MA Water Resources 
Authority, Community 
Assessments (Rates) 

In setting water rates, MWRA first identifies through its budgeting 
process the total amount of revenue that must be raised to run the 
water system.  Charges are calculated using a flat rate per million 
gallons – $4,021.42 for FY2020 – times the metered water use by a 
community in the last full calendar year. 

http://www.mwra.stat
e.ma.us/finance/rates
/aboutrates.htm 

Annually 

MA Water Resources 
Authority (MWRA) 

MWRA collects municipal data on water/sewer charges computed on 
a proportional allocation basis utilizing total flow, contributing 
population and census population for each community. The total 
amount of required revenue for the sewer system is allocated either 
to operating costs or capital costs.  Operating costs are allocated to 
each community based on the average of the prior three calendar 
years’ total flow, with adjustments for strength of flow. 

http://www.mwra.stat
e.ma.us/finance/rates
/aboutrates.htm 

Annually 

Internet Connectivity 
Charges   

Xfinity: $34.99/month 
Modem Rental Charge: $13/month 
Verizon: $39.99/month 
Modem Rental Charge: $12/month 

(some examples) 
https://www.xfinity.co
m/learn/xfinity-
internetplus-ned-
nn?CMP=KNC-

updated as 
needed when 
offers/prices 
change 

http://www.worcesterma.gov/trash-recycling/trash-disposal
http://www.worcesterma.gov/trash-recycling/trash-disposal
http://www.worcesterma.gov/trash-recycling/trash-disposal
https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information
https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information
https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information
https://www.salem.com/recycling-and-trash/pages/trash-fee-forms-information
https://www.springfield-ma.gov/dpw/index.php?id=156
https://www.springfield-ma.gov/dpw/index.php?id=156
https://www.springfield-ma.gov/dpw/index.php?id=156
http://gloucester-ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=308
http://gloucester-ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=308
http://gloucester-ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=308
http://gloucester-ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=308
http://gloucester-ma.gov/index.aspx?nid=308
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
http://www.mwra.state.ma.us/finance/rates/aboutrates.htm
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North


Compiled by the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute. November 2019.  

Source and Type of 
Utility Data 

Method Source Frequency of 
Data Collection 

43700014235920041-
GOOGLE-
251721523840-c-
xfinity-p-
Top_BR_Phrase_North 
https://www.verizon.c
om/inhome/buildprod
ucts 
https://www.xfinity.co
m/learn/internet-
service/modems-and-
routers 
https://www.verizon.c
om/home/highspeedi
nternet/#plans 

Landline Basic landline charges can be found either on websites of various 
service providers by state or by inquiring about regional pricing and 
offers in local stores. All prices below are for 1 line. 
AT&T: $33.99/month for unlimited, domestic calls. 
            $16.99/month for 150 minutes of direct-dialed calls. 
T-Mobile: $20/month for VOIP plan (only available if customer 
already has internet) 
Verizon: $20/month pre-paid plan 

(some examples) 
https://www.shop.att.
com/plancomparison.j
sp 
-information obtained 
by calling local T-
Mobile for regional 
pricing 
-information obtained 
by calling local Verizon 
for regional pricing 
 
 

-updated as 
needed when 
offers/prices 
change 

Cell phone Basic cell phone charges can be found either on websites of various 
service providers by state or by inquiring about regional pricing and 
offers in local stores. All prices below are for 1 line. 
 
AT&T: $65/month, unlimited plan 
T-Mobile: $40/month for unlimited pre-paid plan 

(some examples) 
-all information 
acquired by contacting 
regional stores for 
current prices and 
offers. 

-updated as 
needed when 
offers/prices 
change 

https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/xfinity-internetplus-ned-nn?CMP=KNC-43700014235920041-GOOGLE-251721523840-c-xfinity-p-Top_BR_Phrase_North
https://www.verizon.com/inhome/buildproducts
https://www.verizon.com/inhome/buildproducts
https://www.verizon.com/inhome/buildproducts
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/internet-service/modems-and-routers
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/internet-service/modems-and-routers
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/internet-service/modems-and-routers
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/internet-service/modems-and-routers
https://www.xfinity.com/learn/internet-service/modems-and-routers
https://www.shop.att.com/plancomparison.jsp
https://www.shop.att.com/plancomparison.jsp
https://www.shop.att.com/plancomparison.jsp
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Verizon: $55/month for 5 GB plan 
 

Broadband Usage in 
MA, Massachusetts 
Broadband Institute 

The MA Broadband Institute utilized data from the US Census and 
the National Telecommunications Information Association to 
calculate and analyze Broadband adoption in Massachusetts 
households. 
– In MA, 23% of households without broadband internet cited 
that costs were too expensive as a reason 
– 13% of MA households had no computer 
– This report also provides varying Broadband adoption rates 
in MA cities 

https://broadband.ma
sstech.org/sites/mbi/fi
les/documents/public
ations-reports/ma-
broadband-adoption-
analysis-06302014.pdf 
 

- report 
conducted in 
2014 

 

https://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/publications-reports/ma-broadband-adoption-analysis-06302014.pdf
https://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/publications-reports/ma-broadband-adoption-analysis-06302014.pdf
https://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/publications-reports/ma-broadband-adoption-analysis-06302014.pdf
https://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/publications-reports/ma-broadband-adoption-analysis-06302014.pdf
https://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/publications-reports/ma-broadband-adoption-analysis-06302014.pdf
https://broadband.masstech.org/sites/mbi/files/documents/publications-reports/ma-broadband-adoption-analysis-06302014.pdf

