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WHAT IS THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM? 
 

• The food stamp program is a federal nutrition program that helps people 
with low-incomes to buy food.  It is administered by the states. 

 
• The food stamp program is usually run out of human services offices, the 

same place where people apply for welfare benefits. 
 
Who can get food stamps? 
 

• PEOPLE WHOSE INCOME AND ASSETS ARE LOW ENOUGH 
 
CAN THE FOLLOWING GROUPS GET FOOD STAMPS? 
• LEGAL IMMIGRANTS?   

 
 In 2002, the Food Stamp Reauthorization Act of the Farm Bill 

was passed.  It makes a number of changes to restore food stamp 
eligibility for legal immigrants. 

 
 The following immigrant categories will now be eligible for 

food stamps: 
-- Legal immigrants receiving disability benefits.  Disability 

benefits include SSI or Social Security Disability, state SSI 
supplements, disability-related Medicaid, and disability-
related state general assistance, if eligibility is based on 
criteria that the state agency determines are at least as 
stringent as those used in the SSI program.  Takes effect:  
10/01/2002. 

 
-- Legal Immigrants who have lived in the U.S. for at least five 

years.   Takes effect:  04/01/2003. 
 
-- Legal immigrant children under age 18.  There is no longer a 

five year waiting period for legal permanent resident children 
to receive food stamps.  Takes effect:  10/01/2003. 

 



 Refugees and asylees remain eligible for food stamps.  There is no 
longer a seven year limit on receiving food stamps for refugees and 
asylees. 

 
 

 
• PEOPLE WHO DON’T WORK?  If you are not working and are between 

the ages of 18 and 50, have no children, and are not disabled, you will 
only be able to get food stamps for three months every three years.  You 
will not be subject to the three month limit if you are working at least 20 
hours a week or are taking part in a food stamp employment and training 
program 

 
• PEOPLE WITH CRIMINAL RECORDS?  You can’t get food stamps if you 

have been convicted of a drug felony after August 22, 1996. 
 
• STUDENTS?  You can’t get food stamps if you are a student who is 

enrolled at least half-time in a college UNLESS:  
(a) you work 20 hours per week or;  
(b) you are getting federal work-study money or;  
(c) you are under 18 or are over 50 or; 
(d) you are physically or mentally disabled or;  
(e) you are getting TANF or;   
(f) you are taking care of a small child 

 
•  STRIKERS?   If you are on strike, you are not eligible for food stamps 

unless you were eligible for food stamps before the strike or you have 
been locked out or permanently replaced. 

 
• PEOPLE WHO HAVE VIOLATED THE FOOD STAMP RULES?  If you 

have been penalized for not complying with the food stamp work rules or if 
you have committed an intentional program violation, you are not eligible 
for food stamps.  

 
 
HOW DO I APPLY FOR FOOD STAMPS? 
 

• (1)  Fill out a food stamp application.  You can get an application from 
your local human services office.  You can submit your application in 
person or by mail, and some states have on-line applications. 

 
• (2) Turn in your application right away!  Your food stamp benefits will 

be prorated to the date that you turned in your application.  Even if you 
don’t have all the information that the application asks for, turn it in.  You 
only need your name, the date, your address, and your signature to start 
the process. 



 
• (3) Get together the documents that you will need for your interview 

(see attached list of suggested documents to bring to the food stamp 
interview) 

 
 
• (4) Attend your interview with a food stamp caseworker.  You will be 

asked to verify certain things such as your identity, your income, and your 
residence. 

 
If you are unable to go to the food stamp office or unable to manage 
your benefits, you can appoint an authorized representative.  An 
authorized representative can be a friend, a relative, someone who 
works for a social service agency, or anyone else you choose.  An 
authorized representative can apply for you, go to the interview for you, 
and give the food stamp office the information it needs to determine 
eligibility.  An authorized representative can also use your food stamps 
to help you buy groceries in some cases. 

 
 
Who must apply together?  THE 
HOUSEHOLD CONCEPT 
 

• The food stamp office uses the concept of a household to determine 
eligibility for food stamps.  The office will look to the income and resources 
of the entire household to determine if one member is eligible. 

 
• The food stamp office defines a household as an individual or a group of 

people who live together and purchase and prepare meals together 
 

• Certain groups are automatically considered a household.  The following 
are two examples: 

 
 Spouses who live together regardless of whether they purchase or 

prepare meals together 
 Children under 22 years old who live with their parents regardless 

of whether they purchase or prepare meals together 
 

 
 

What do I have to prove to the 
food stamp office?  Verification 
 

• There are certain things that the food stamp caseworker must verify.  The 
following things must be verified: 



(a) gross nonexempt income 
(b) immigration status 
(c) utility expenses 
(d) medical expenses 
(e) social security numbers 
(f) residency 
(g) identity 
(h) disability 
(i) household composition 
(j) legal obligation and actual child support payments 

  
 
• There are various ways that you can provide verification to the food 

stamp office. 
 Documentary verification – papers such as a birth certification or 

utility bills 
 

 Collateral contacts – someone who is not in your household who 
can verify information.  Landlords, employers, shelter workers, and 
neighbors are examples of possible collateral contacts 

 
 Home visits – the caseworker can come visit your home to verify 

certain things.  Home visits must be scheduled in advance and 
should be used only when you don’t have documentary verification. 

 
• Some common verification questions 

 Do I need a social security number to get food stamps?  Yes.  
You must either have a social security number or have proof from 
the social security office that you have applied for one.  You DO 
NOT need your social security card to get food stamps, however. 

  
 Do I need a photo ID to get food stamps?  No!  You do need to 

prove your identity to the food stamp office.  There are a number of 
ways to do this including using a collateral contact such a shelter 
worker to verify who you are.  You should not be denied food 
stamps solely because you lack a photo ID. 

 
 How do I prove residency if I am homeless?  You do not need to 

prove your residency if you are homeless.  You should tell your 
caseworker that you are homeless.  If you live in a shelter, it may 
be helpful to bring a letter from the shelter which shows that you 
live there.  You should not be denied food stamps simply because 
you do not have a permanent address. 

 
 Can I get any help from the food stamp office in getting 

together my verification?  The food stamp office is required to 



assist you in obtaining your verification.   Also, the food stamp 
office cannot require a particular type of documentation  However, 
you must cooperate with the food stamp office and you still have 
the primary responsibility for obtaining the necessary verification. 
 

CAlculATING ELIGIBLITY 
 

• RESOURCES 
 Resources = the things that you own 

 
 Resources include cash on hand or in the bank, stocks, tax 

refunds, inheritances, personal injury claims, and money from 
insurance settlements. 

 
 The following are NOT resources: 

-- the house you live in the and land it sits on 
-- your personal belongings and household goods such as 

chairs, tables, and appliances 
-- resources owned by any member receiving SSI or TANF 
-- tools, equipments, livestock or other things you need to 

make a living 
 

 Vehicles.  Special rules apply to cars, trucks, and vans.   
-- Some vehicles don’t count as resources.    

* a vehicle that a physically disabled or blind person 
uses for transportation 

* a vehicle used to earn a living 
* a vehicle you live in 
* a vehicle which is necessary to haul water or fuel 

-- States have different ways that they handle vehicles.  Check 
with your state on its vehicle rules. 

 
 You can only have up to $2000 in resources to be eligible for 

food stamps.  If someone in your household is over age 60, you 
can have $3000 in resources and still qualify. 
 

• INCOME 
 In order to receive food stamps, the food stamp caseworker will 

look to your total “gross monthly income” to decide if you qualify, 
and then look to your “net monthly income.” 

 
 Gross monthly income:  Gross income is any income you receive 

that is either earned or unearned before deductions.  You cannot 
have gross monthly income that exceeds 130% of the federal 
poverty guidelines, or else you are ineligible. 

 



 Net Monthly income:  Net monthly income is the income you 
receive during the month after you subtract certain deductions.  The 
deductions include: 
-- A work expense deduction (20% of your gross pay) 
-- The standard deduction which is $134 per household 
-- A deduction for actual child care costs 
-- A deduction for all non-reimbursed medical expenses over 

$35 per month 
-- A deduction for legally-obligated child support paid to a non 

household member by a member of your household 
-- A shelter deduction for rent, mortgage, mobile home fees, 

fire insurance, property tax, and utility expenses that are 
more than 50 percent of your household’s income.  (Note 
that in some states, homeless people can get a “homeless 
shelter deduction” if they have incurred housing costs) 

 
You cannot have net monthly income that exceeds 100% of the 
federal poverty guidelines, or else you are ineligible for food  
stamps. 
 

 
HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO GET MY 
FOOD STAMPS? 
 

• REGULAR SERVICE = 30 days or less. If you qualify for food stamps, 
you should get them within 30 days.  Even if you don’t qualify, withing 30 
days, you should at least receive a notice from the food stamp office 
telling you what it has decided to about your application.  This 30 day time 
limit is a requirement of federal law that the local food stamp office must 
comply with. 

 
• EXPEDITED SERVICE = 7 days or less.  If you have very low income 

and few resources, you may qualify for emergency food stamps under a 
process known as “expedited service.”   

 
 You qualify for expedited service if…. 

(1) Your household has less than $150 in gross monthly income 
and has less than $100 in “liquid resources”  (liquid 
resources are cash, checking ro savings accounts, savings 
certificates, and lump sum payments such as income tax 
refunds or back payments of social security, SSI or TANF) 
or; 

 
(2) Your household’s monthly housing costs are more than the 

sum of your liquid resources and income for the month or; 
 



(3) You are a migrant or seasonal farm worker and you (a) have 
$100 or less in liquid resources and you already received all 
your income for the month at some time before the day you 
applied for food stamps (b) cannot get any more income 
from that source and (c) you do not expect to get more than 
$25 for at least the next ten days. 

 
 If your household qualifies for expedited service, the only 

verification you need to give to your caseworker is some type of ID. 
 

 If you qualify for expedited service, you should get your food 
stamps within 7 calendar days from the date that you applied (and 
even sooner in some states). 

 
WHERE CAN I USE MY FOOD STAMPS? 
 

• You can use your food stamps at grocery stores, farmers markets, and 
other retail sites that accept them. 

 
• You can use them to pay for home delivered meals-on-wheels. 

 
• You can use them to pay for meals at certain drug and alcohol treatment 

facilities. 
 

• Homeless people can use them to pay for meals at certain soup kitchens 
and homeless shelters.  Homeless people can also use them at certain 
restaurants.  Homeless people that want to use their food stamps at 
restaurants should tell their caseworker.  They will be given a special ID 
card. 

 
• Residents of battered women’s shelters can use them to buy meals at 

some shelters. 
 

WHAT CAN I BUY WITH FOOD STAMPS? 
 

• You can buy foods for your household to eat such as breads & cereals, 
fruits & vegetables, and meat & dairy products.   

 
• You can also buy seeds and plants which you will use to grow food for you 

household to eat. 
 

• You can’t buy the following: 
 

 alcohol 
 pet foods 



 soap 
 paper products 
 household supplies 
 vitamins and medicines 
 food that will be eaten at the store 
 hot foods 


