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SECTION I: 

INTRODUCTION TO SNAP ADVOCACY  
 

 
The Tennessee Advocate’s Guide to SNAP serves as a “Food Stamp Advocacy Manual” for lo-
cal advocates who work with Tennessee SNAP applicants or recipients on their cases. This 
manual aims to streamline the advocacy process by providing advocates with a way to more 
quickly identify legitimate cases in which food stamp benefits have been wrongly denied or in-
terrupted. To do this, the manual provides answers to many of the important questions and 
needs of SNAP clients, including information on how to apply for or recertify SNAP benefits; 
who is eligible for SNAP; and reasons why individuals experience SNAP denials, cancellations, 
or sanctions. Food Stamp denials and interruptions are of particular importance to advocates 
because of the significant impact they have on food access, food insecurity, and larger issues of 
poverty in Tennessee. 
 
Community Food Advocates serves as a SNAP Outreach contractor under Tennessee’s state 
outreach plan. Tennessee’s Department of Human Services (DHS) receives reimbursement for 
approximately 50 percent of the administrative costs for SNAP outreach. Community Food Ad-
vocates raises “matching” funds for the other 50 percent of the SNAP Outreach contract. As an 
extension of DHS, Community Food Advocates is responsible for ensuring that the food stamp 
application process is accessible and easy for those in need of and eligible for food assistance. 
Consequently, this manual functions in part to fulfill the important food stamp outreach role 
that Community Food Advocates plays in Nashville. 
 
Because of the important role food access plays in the larger goals of Community Food Advo-
cates, this manual also functions as a resource for increasing access to healthy foods in Tennes-
see. By using this manual to simplify and improve the way we provide SNAP advocacy to our 
clients, Community Food Advocates hopes to increase the number of people receiving the food 
assistance for which they are eligible Expanding the use of SNAP, America’s largest food 
safety net program, provides a major defense against food insecurity and other effects of pov-
erty. As an organization working to end hunger and create a more healthy, just, and sustainable 
food system, Community Food Advocates is dedicated to effectively advocating for low-
income individuals who have been wrongly turned away from the SNAP program. 
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SECTION II:  

APPLYING FOR SNAP BENEFITS  
 

 

A. Application Process and Paths 

 

1. Determine Household Size 

 

A household is a social unit made up of varying numbers of individuals who live together in the 
same dwelling. It is also the concept used to determine the food purchasing and preparation pat-
terns of all individuals within common living quarters. Most individuals that live and prepare 
food together should be grouped together as one household when applying for food stamps. In-
dividuals living in the same home may be grouped in separate households if they intend to pre-
pare food separately. Cohabitating individuals may be eligible for a separate household status if 
they are: 
 

1. Siblings (not under parental control) who live together and who purchase and prepare 
separately; 

2. Children (over 21) who live with their parents and purchase and prepare separately; 
3. Individuals other than parents and siblings who share living quarters with a food stamp 

household, but who do not purchase and prepare meals with that household; 
4. A person who is too disabled to purchase his or her own food but who has arranged to 

have his or her food purchased and prepared separately from those with whom s/he 
lives. Even if the person who shops for food or prepares meals for the disabled person 
lives with the disabled person, the disabled person may claim separate household status.; 
or 

5. An elderly and/or disabled individual (and spouse of that individual) living with others. 
• This applies to elderly and/or disabled individuals even if they purchase and pre-

pare their meals with others. 
• This also applies to households in which the combined gross income of the oth-

ers with whom the elderly and/or disabled individual lives (not including the in-
dividual and spouse) does not exceed 165% of the poverty level. 

 
There are also some cases in which individuals cannot be grouped in separate households. Per-
sons may not be eligible for a separate household status if they are: 
 

1. A spouse of a member of the household;  
2. Children under 22 who are living with their parents; or  
3. Children under 18 who are living with someone acting as a parent (parental control). 
4. An absent wage earner: absent wage earners are included as household members unless 

the absent wage earner and the household can establish sufficiently that the absent wage 
earner is, in fact, a separate household. This means that the absent wage earner is not 
contributing to the income of the household in question, with the exception of child sup-
port payments. 

5. Some other non-household members: 
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• Ineligible student: students are considered eligible for food stamps if they meet the 
following criteria: 

1. is at least age 18, but under age 50; 
2. is physically and mentally fit; and 
3. is enrolled at least half-time in an institution of higher education. 

• Live-In Attendants: an individual who resides with a household to provide medical, 
housekeeping, child care, or other similar personal services. Roomer: an individual 
to whom a household furnishes lodging, but not meals, for compensation.  

• Individuals receiving foster care board payments: the food stamp household has the 
option to include or exclude individuals and their income for whom foster care board 
payments are made for food purposes. The foster care individuals may be included 
(as household members) or excluded from consideration (as boarders), but cannot 
participate as separate food stamp households. 

 
2. Check Eligibility Status 

 

Before applying for SNAP benefits, prospective applicants may want to  learn more about their 
potential  eligibility for SNAP. This can be done through an online eligibility test (visit http://
www.snap-step1.usda.gov/fns/), over the phone (call customer service line at 1-866-311-4287, 
the United Way help line at 211, or Community Food Advocates at (615) 385-2286), or in per-
son through the local DHS office or outreach specialist. To assess prospective applicant’s po-
tential eligibility, refer to Section IV. Information on non-financial eligibility verification is also 
available in Section V. 
 
3. Submit SNAP Application 

 

An application is a document that an applicant or an authorized representative (including a 
guardian) signs and submits to the Department of Human Services in person, online, by fax or 
by mail to request SNAP benefits. The application file date is the date the food stamp office re-
ceives the application through any of the previously listed methods. The file date for a FAXED 
or online application includes holidays and weekends. FAXED or online applications that con-
tain the applicant’s name, address and a handwritten signature are acceptable and do not require 
submission of the original application. Applications that are sent to the wrong office must be 
forwarded to the correct office the same day that they are received. 
 
Though all application paths are accepted by the food stamp 
office, Tennessee DHS administrators recommend that indi-
viduals submit applications by FAX or online to avoid lines 
and ensure that applicants have proof of the submission via 
confirmation printouts. No matter what mode of submission 
is used, it is important that all individuals request and save 
their application submission receipt to ensure that applica-
tions are not lost or delayed.  
 
Everyone applying for food stamps has the right to same-day filing for their applications and 
should be advised that they are not required to be interviewed before their applications have 

No matter what mode of 

submission is used, it is important 

that all individuals request and 

save their application submission 

receipt to ensure that applications 

are not lost or delayed.  
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been filed. The county office is required to mail an application form to households wishing to 
submit the application by mail on the same day the written request or telephone call is received. 
Note that in all cases, incomplete applications may be filed as long as the form contains the fol-
lowing: 
 
1. the applicant’s name, 
2. the applicant’s address, 
3. the signature of either a responsible member of the household or the household’s authorized 

representative. 
 
However, incomplete applications may affect determination of eligibility and prevent expedited 
services from being offered. To learn more about what makes an application complete, please 
refer to Section IV.A. and V.A. 
 
4. Interview for SNAP Benefits  

 

Once an application is filed, the county office must conduct an in-person, intake interview at the 
time of the initial and subsequent applications. The county will schedule a face-to-face or out-
of-office interview to ensure that eligible households are able to receive benefits within a 30-
day time bracket. Ineligible applicants can be notified early on during the intake interview or 
later in the process as long as it occurs before the 30-day time limit. 
 
Families First (the Tennessee name for the federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families – 
TANF – program) applicants applying for food stamps receive a single interview for both types 
of assistance. Families First applicants also receive a case worker for their food stamps case, 
who then refers them to a client representative for their Families First case. Eligibility and bene-
fit levels for both benefit programs are based on their respective sets of criteria. Similarly, 
households in which all members are applying for or participating in SSI will not be required to 
see a state caseworker, or otherwise be subjected to an additional state interview. Individuals 
receiving SSI, cash assistance, a First Wheels Loan or Family Services Counseling may be 
categorically eligible for food stamps (for more about who is categorically eligible, refer to 
Section IV.F). 
 
A Families First group with earnings whose case is closed because their income exceeds the 
Families First income standards may be eligible for five months of Transitional Food Stamps 
(TFS) if they are part of a currently certified food stamp case. This relatively new food stamp 
program is beneficial to families and is less work for DHS staff. Transitional Food Stamps  
households will be sent an appointment notice for recertification the month before the end of 
the five-month certification period. The certification period refers to the length of time for 
which a household is eligible to receive benefits. At the end of this time period, the household 
must recertify to receive a new certification period. Follow normal food stamp policy and pro-
cedures to complete the interview and determine eligibility. Refer to Section II.A. to learn more 
about the interview and eligibility determination involved in standard application procedures. 
 
Note that any individual unable to attend the office interview may designate in writing someone 
who knows the circumstances of the applicant to attend on his/her behalf, also known as an 
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“authorized representative”. Applicants can also indicate an authorized representative on their 
SNAP application. To designate an authorized representative, that person, if not a household 
member, must have the applicant’s written permission. Caseworkers are required to inform the 
applicant of this right when scheduling the interview. The office interview must also be waived 
upon the request of any household that has good cause, or anyone that meets an exemption con-
sidered good cause in section VI.G. (To learn more about who is eligible for an office interview 
waiver, refer to Section VI.B.)  
 
Though some households may be eligible for a phone or other out-of-office interview, advo-
cates should inform households which appear to meet the criteria for expedited services that 
benefits may be issued sooner if the household applies directly at the county DHS Office. Ap-
plications that occur directly at a county office allow a caseworker to ask applicants about miss-
ing application requirements and potentially correct them more quickly. Applications that are 
mailed or faxed can require phone calls to correct required information or documents that are 
missing, creating delays in processing the application. 
 
After completing the application and initial interview, the application process continues until 
the caseworker has approved or declined the application. If the food stamp application is not 
received before the interview is suppose to occur, the interview will not be scheduled. Though 
ineligibility may be determinable at the initial intake interview, some denials may not occur un-
til later in the application process. Individuals who have been declined for food stamps may re-
apply at any time they desire. To learn more about the information and documentation required 
in the verification process, refer to Section IV.A. and Section V.A, 
 
 

B. Application Timeline 

 
Standard food stamp applications must be processed no later than thirty (30) days after a timely 
application was filed. Applicants are notified by mail within 45 days of the application date of 
the eligibility decision. Households that are eligible for expedited (emergency) services must 
receive benefits within seven days. Individuals that qualify for standard food stamps will re-
ceive benefits (e.g. two-thirds of the approved allotment) for the remaining month after which 
the application was submitted even if the application is not acted upon until the following 
month.  
Applicants may voluntarily withdraw their applications at any time prior to determination of 
their eligibility. If an application withdrawal occurs, the food stamp office must contact the 
household to confirm that the withdrawal was intentional.  
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Food Stamp Certification and Recertification Timeline 

 
 

C.   Recertification Timeline 

 
In most cases, food stamp recertification occurs every six months for individuals who are able 
or likely to find employment and every year for individuals who are not likely to find employ-
ment (e.g. disabled, elderly, children, etc.) The food stamp office mails notices for recertifica-
tion to each household prior to the last month of the household’s certification period. The food 
stamp office also mails out postage-paid envelopes and “Change Report Forms” to new house-
holds for certification or recertifying households if a change needs to be reported. (Refer to Ap-
pendix B.III for copies of the Change Report Form.) All changes that are subject to the verifica-
tion procedures and requirements that apply at the initial eligibility should be reported. How-
ever, caseworkers only actively re-verify income, resources, personal loans, and medical ex-
penses at each recertification. Transitional Food Stamp (TFS) households will be sent an ap-
pointment notice for recertification the month before the end of the five-month certification pe-
riod. Transitional Food Stamp applicants should follow normal food stamp policy and proce-
dures to complete the interview and determine eligibility. 
 
A household is considered timely in its recertification if the food stamps recertification is re-
ceived by the 15th of the last month of certification, regardless of when the interview appoint-
ment is scheduled. When an untimely application is received after the end of the certification 
period, the household’s benefits are prorated. However, if an individual can show good cause 
for a late application, the lost benefits may be restored. (For good cause, refer to Section VI.G.) 
A face-to-face interview must be conducted with all households prior to initial certification/
approval and recertification. However, the face-to-face interview can be waived upon request 
for any household that is: 
 

a. unable to appoint an authorized representative ( i.e. an individual designated in writ-
ing to know the circumstances of the applicant and, thus, able to attend on the behalf of 
the applicant) and which has no household members able to come into the Food Stamp 
Office because they are 60 years of age or older, or are disabled as defined; 
 
b. unable to appoint an authorized representative and lives in a location not served by a 
certification office; 
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c. unable to appoint an authorized representative and which has no household members 
able to come to the Food Stamp Office because of transportation difficulties or similar 
hardships which the county determines, on a case-by-case basis. These hardship condi-
tions include, but are not limited to: 
 

1. illness, 
2. care of a household member, 
3. prolonged severe weather, 
4. hardship associated with living in a rural area, and/or 
5. employment or training 

 
Mid-year recertification interviews are typically done by phone but may be done in person if 
desired. Applicants that fail to complete all of the application or recertification requirements 
without waivers for missed interviews or missing verification information must reapply for food 
stamps. 
 
 

C.   Emergency SNAP Benefits  

 
Households may be eligible for expedited food stamp services if they have a very low income 
or resources, have high housing costs, or are migrant or seasonal farm workers. Individuals that 
qualify for expedited food stamps are only required to show proof of identification to receive 
the first month of benefits. If no identification is available, a collateral contact may be used. 
The food stamp office will also ask for proof of address, but this is again not necessary to re-

ceive the first month of benefits. Individuals may have the EBT card mailed to their residence or 
may pick it up from the food stamp office in seven days or less. To determine whether someone 
is eligible for expedited services, the applicant must meet at least one of the eligibility criteria 
listed below: 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Eligibility Category Emergency Food Stamp Criteria 

Income and Resources Gross monthly income that is less that $150 and liquid resources 
worth $100 or less. 

Housing Costs Monthly housing costs (rent, mortgage, utility) exceed the sum of the 
household’s liquid resources and income. 

Migrant and 
Seasonal Farm Workers 

(1) Individual has $100 or less in liquid resources and all available 
income from previous job was received before the day of application. 
  
(2) Individual has no available income from previous job. 
  
(3) Individual does not expect to receive more than $25 for the next 
10 days or more. 
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SECTION III: 

SNAP ADVOCACY FOR SPECIAL POPULATIONS 
 

 

A.   Elderly and/or Disabled Populations 

 

Several special exemptions and rules exist for elderly and/or disabled individuals and the house-
holds to which they belong. One example of the sorts of exemptions and special rules that exist 
for this population relate to household composition:. an individual with disabilities that prevent 
him or her from purchasing and preparing food independently is allowed to request food 
stamps/SNAP independent of the people with whom s/he lives and prepares food. Disabled in-
dividuals that live in a licensed (as approved by DHS) group home are also eligible for SNAP 
benefits at the one-person benefit allotment, even if they share common meals at the home. If a 
group home resident- applicant desires, he or she may choose to have program staff be the au-
thorized representative to receive and spend his or her SNAP benefits. (To learn more about 
how to determine household size, refer to Section II.A.) 
 
Special exemptions also apply to non-residents with disabilities. More precisely, disabled indi-
viduals who are legal permanent residents, battered immigrants or parolees are not required to 
wait five years from when they received their residential eligibility status to qualify for benefits. 
To learn more about how residential status affects eligibility, refer to Section III.C. and Section 
III.D. 

 

Households containing an elderly or disabled member experience less income and resource-
based restraints under food stamp requirements due to the special needs and costs that they in-
cur. All food stamp households that contain an elderly or disabled member, regardless of the 
household size, have a resource limit of $3,000. Households containing an elderly or disabled 
member are also subject only to the net income standard only and not the gross income standard 
to which all other households are subject. Special deductions, such as medical, dependent care, 
and shelter deductions, also frequently apply to households that contain elderly or disabled 
members. To learn more about these and other deductions, refer to Section IV.C. 

 

 

B.   Working Poor Population 

 

SNAP can be especially helpful for people who experience financial hardship due to recent un-
employment or low-wage employment. . The “working poor” include people with low fixed 
incomes and those who find themselves with little income because of a change in their circum-
stances. People who are able-bodied and in need of work may also apply for food stamps as 
long as they fulfill the work requirement through the FSET program. To learn more about work 
requirements and the FSET program, refer to Section VI.C. and Section VI.D. 
 
Working poor households are subject to the same income and resource limits that all other stan-
dard applicants are. Because the income and resources of households with a working member  
are subject to change, the working poor are also subject to standard (semi-annual) recertifica-
tion timelines. In general, SNAP recipients who are working or who are likely to work are re-
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quired to recertify their case every six months. To learn more about SNAP recertification re-
quirements, refer to Section II.B. 

 

 

C.   Immigrant and Refugee Population 

 

To be eligible for food stamps, all household members must have a social security number or 
proof of having applied for one. To learn more about the non-financial documentation needed to 
determine SNAP eligibility for all food stamp applicants, refer to Section V.B. All eligible 
SNAP applicants must meet the following criteria: 
 

1. United States citizen 
2. Naturalized citizen; 
3. United States non-citizen national; 
4. An otherwise eligible Native America who: 

• is an American Indian born in Canada to whom the provisions of section 289 of the 
Immigration and Nationality Act (8 U.S.C. 1359) apply [This section gives certain 
Indians the right to move freely across the U.S. and Canadian borders, and exempts 
them from any immigration restrictions.]; or 

• is a member of an Indian tribe (as defined in section 4(e) of the Indian Self-
Determination and Education Assistance Act (25 U.S.C. 450b(e)). [This section ap-
plies to any Indian tribe, band, nation, or other recognized group or community 
which is recognized by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). This includes Indians 
who move freely across the borders between the U.S. and Canada and the U.S. and 
Mexico.] NOTE: If any Indians claim eligibility for food stamps, determine if the 
tribe, band, etc., is one recognized by the BIA. 

 
5.   Certain otherwise eligible Hmong or Highland Laotians as described below: 
 

• an individual who is lawfully residing in the United States; and was a member of a 
Hmong or Highland Laotian tribe at the time that the tribe rendered assistance to the 
United States personnel by taking part in a military or rescue operation during the 
Vietnam era (as defined in section 101 of the title 38, United States Code); 

• the spouse, or an unmarried dependent child, of such an individual; or 
• the unremarried surviving spouse of such an individual who is deceased. 

 
      6.   Qualified immigrants (see below for additional information). See below to learn more. 
 

Qualified Immigrants 

 

Most legal immigrants qualify for food stamps if they are otherwise eligible. In general, legal 
immigrants are eligible once they have been residents in the U.S. for five years. Other legal im-
migrants are eligible immediately, such as children born in the U.S. who are under age 18, refu-
gees, people connected to the military, and people who are disabled. Legal immigrants are eligi-
ble for benefits if they are considered “qualified,” which means that they meet certain legal im-
migration statuses. The majority of qualified immigrants are legal permanent residents while 
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some others are refugees or asylees. To be considered a qualified immigrant, the person must 
meet one of the following criteria: 

 

1. resided in the U.S. as a qualified immigrant for five years or more; 
2. under age 18 
3. disabled 
4. maintains one of the following immigration statuses: 

• Lawfully admitted for permanent residence (LPR); 
• Refugee 
• Asylee 
• An immigrant whose deportation is being withheld 
• Victim of extreme form of trafficking (treated as refugees) 
• Battered Immigrants — Qualified alien status can be granted to immigrants who 

have been subjected to battery or extreme cruelty in the United States by a fam-
ily member with whom they reside. The status also extends to an immigrant 
whose child has been abused or to an immigrant child whose parent has been 
abused. This group is also exempt from certification requirements for a 12-
month period. 

• Cuban or Haitian entrant 
• Amerasian immigrants 
• Iraqis and family members granted special immigrant status 
• Afghanis and family members granted special immigrant status 
• Legal permanent resident who used to have one of the above immigration 

statuses. 
5. U.S. military veteran, member of the U.S. military, or spouse or child or individual 

in military or veteran. 
6. Lawful permanent resident who has worked 40 quarters in the U.S. or who has a 

family member (spouse and parent) that has done so. 
7. Born on or before August 22, 1931 and lawfully residing in the U.S. on August 22, 

1996. 
An American Indian with certain rights to cross the border between the U.S. and 
Canada or Mexico. 

 
Note that individuals initially admitted as an asylee, refugee or some other form of protective 
immigrant status continue to be eligible for food stamp benefits during the first seven years they 
are admitted or granted the applicable status, if otherwise eligible. This is true regardless of any 
later adjustment to another status which leaves the immigrant without a qualifying condition 
under which to be eligible for food stamps. An example of this is an immigrant initially granted 
asylum in January 2009 whose status is adjusted to “lawfully admitted for permanent residency 
(LPR)” in January 2010. As an LPR, this immigrant does not meet the criteria to qualify for 
food stamps; however, he still remains food stamp eligible as an asylee for seven years or until 
he meets a qualifying condition which makes him eligible for an unlimited period. Any time the 
qualified immigrant meets a condition specified under the previous section on qualified immi-
grants, the seven-year limit is no longer applicable. 
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D.   Common Myths and Misunderstandings about Immigrant Eligibility  
 
1.    Children of undocumented immigrants cannot receive SNAP.  

 
Though some legal immigrants are ineligible for food stamp benefits, dependents of an ineligi-
ble immigrant are often still eligible. All children born in the U.S. are U.S. citizens, regardless 
of the immigration statuses of the parents or guardians. Children 
qualify for food stamps based on the income and resources of the 
household in which they live. Parents who apply for food stamps 
on behalf of a child born in the U.S. are not required to answer 
questions about their own immigration status or to provide their 
own social security number. The food stamp office must treat any 
individuals that choose not to disclose such information as though 
they are simply ineligible for food stamps. Nor is the office allowed to contact the U.S. Citizen-
ship and Immigration Services to determine the individual’s immigration status. However, par-
ents are required to show proof of income and resources as well as other information that may 
help prove the child’s eligibility. If parents cannot provide proof of income and other informa-
tion, they may provide a signed letter from an employer, collateral contact, etc.  
 
2.     Applying for SNAP can affect an individual’s citizenship or other documentation.  

 
Many people wrongly believe that immigrants who apply for and/or receive government sup-
port such as food stamps will be considered a “public charge.” Though the U.S. government can 
refuse an individual entrance, reentrance, citizenship or other legal residential statuses if it be-
lieves that the individual is likely to become a public charge, the U.S. government is not al-
lowed to treat an individual who receive non-cash benefits such as food stamps as a public 
charge.  
 
3.    English is the only language used at DHS.  
 
To provide equal access to the SNAP program, DHS must provide an interpreter upon request. 
Applicants/recipients may also bring their own translator. SNAP applications and mailed infor-
mation are available in several languages other than English, including Arabic, Bosnian, Kurd-
ish, Laotian, Somali, Spanish, Swahili, and Vietnamese. If a client speaks a language that is not 
listed, it is coded as OT for other. These clients will then receive a notice from DHS with a sen-
tence or two in languages not stated above explaining that they can use an interpreter service. 
 
4.    All legal permanent residents must wait five years before they qualify for SNAP. 

 

All legal permanent residents must have resided in the U.S. for a minimum of five years in or-
der to qualify for food stamps unless they are children.  

 

E.   Homeless Population 

 

An individual is considered homeless if s/he has no fixed or regular nighttime residence or if s/
he resides primarily at a nighttime residence that is: 

All children in the U.S. are 

U.S. citizens, regardless of 

the immigration statuses of 

the parents or guardians.  
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1. a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter designed to provide temporary living 

accommodations; 
2. an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be institu-

tionalized; 
3. a temporary accommodation in the residence of another individual; or 
4. a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping ac-

commodation for human beings. 
 

Homeless individuals may apply for food stamp benefits without complying with all of the eli-
gibility verification procedures required for other applicants. For example, homeless people 
cannot be denied benefits because they lack a permanent address. If verification of residence 
cannot be readily established, the caseworker may accept the applicant’s statement that indi-
cates the household resides in the county as proof of residence in unusual cases (e.g., migrants 
and farm workers, homeless households or households newly arrived in the country). Home-
lessness is also considered a barrier to participation in the work requirement. To learn more 
about barriers (exemptions) to the SNAP work requirements, refer to Section VI.E. 
 
Homeless individuals (as well as all other applicants) are required to verify their identities; 
however, caseworkers cannot require a photo I.D. as the only source of verification. Casework-
ers may also use other forms of documentary evidence, such as wage stubs or an ID from an-
other government program, or a collateral contact to verify 
an applicant’s identity. To learn more about the materials 
needed to verify eligibility for all SNAP applicants, refer 
to Section V.B.  

 

Homeless households that incur or expect to incur shelter 
costs during the month are eligible for the household shel-
ter standard deduction (the Tennessee standard shelter de-
duction for homeless households is $143). A homeless 
household that uses the household deduction is not enti-
tled to the standard utility allowance (SUA) since average utility costs are included in the esti-
mate. The caseworker should use careful judgment in determining whether the verification ob-
tained is adequate for granting the individual the deduction since a deduction for shelter can be 
granted based on a written confirmation from the applicant. To learn more about deductions, 
refer to Section IV.C. 
 
Individuals in Shelters for the Homeless 

 
Though not required, homeless individuals that reside in a shelter should be advised to bring a 
letter to the food stamp office from a shelter employee to verify residency and expedite the 
process. Prior to certifying any individual residing in a shelter, the caseworker must substantiate 
that the shelter is non-profit and provides meals to the homeless. If such verification cannot be 
obtained through documentary evidence, the residents of the shelter may not be certified be-
cause they will be considered as residents of an institution. The shelter’s employees may not act 
as authorized representatives for the residents of the shelter. 

Homeless people cannot be denied 

benefits because they lack a 

permanent address or a form of 

identification. Homeless 

individuals are also not required 

to complete work requirements. 
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Homeless households (whether residing in a shelter or not) are suppose to be assigned a one- to 
two-month certification period. However, most homeless individuals receive a six month certi-
fication period. The certification period refers to the length of time for which a household is eli-
gible to receive benefits. At the end of this time period, the house-
hold must recertify to receive a new certification period. The EBT 
benefit card and/or PIN are not mailed to the shelter’s address be-
cause the shelter cannot be held responsible for delivery of bene-
fits to the recipient. Consequently, homeless individuals may pick 
up their card and benefits from the DHS office. Shelter residents 
may use their benefits to purchase food to prepare meals for their 
own consumption or to purchase prepared meals served by a soup 
kitchen or certain restaurants and shelters, if the shelter or restaurant has been approved by the 
USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) to accept benefits. However, homeless individuals 
cannot be denied benefits if they reside in a shelter that provides free meals. 
 

Individuals in Shelters for Battered Women and Children 

 

As with other situations in which homeless applicants may be residing in a shelter, prior to cer-
tifying any individual residing in a shelter for battered women and children, the caseworker 
must substantiate that the shelter is non-profit and provides meals to the homeless. As with 
other shelter situations, if such verification cannot be obtained through documentary evidence, 
the residents of the shelter may not be certified because they will be considered as residents of 
an institution. Applicants from shelters for battered women and children are eligible for both 
expedited and standard services, whichever is applicable. Unlike homeless applicants at other 
shelters, a household that includes a battered woman and /or children may apply on behalf of 
itself or through an authorized representative at the shelter. Residents of shelters for battered 
women and children are exempted from the policy that prohibits individuals from receiving 
benefits as a member of more than one household, county, or state within the same month. 
However, they are limited to a one month certification period due to the nature of these shelters. 
 

Any resident of a shelter for battered women and children should be certified separate from a 
spouse, etc. residing in their former household. The household applying should also be certified 
according to their current situation and without regard to the income, resources and expenses of 
their former household. Applicants should consider resources held jointly with members of the 
former household as inaccessible resources. When determining deductions, only expenses for 
which the applicant is currently responsible can be considered. In cases involving shelters, the 
household’s shelter expenses should be determined based upon the individual circumstances. 
 
 

F.   Recently Incarcerated Population 

 
Any recently incarcerated individual may apply for SNAP benefits; however, individuals that 
have served time for a drug-related felony may or may not qualify. Individuals convicted under 
federal or state law of a felony offense which occurred after August 22, 1996 and which in-
volved the possession, use, or distribution of a controlled substance must receive or intend to 

Homeless individuals 

cannot be denied benefits if 

they reside in a shelter that 

provides free meals. 
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receive substance abuse treatment before they can become eligible to apply for SNAP. Former 
drug felons are eligible to apply for SNAP if they fulfill one of the following requirements: 
 

1. The individual is currently participating in a substance abuse treatment program ap-
proved by DHS; or 

2. If not actively participating in a substance abuse treatment program approved by DHS, 
the individual is currently enrolled in such a program, but is on a waiting list for partici-
pation, and enters the treatment program at the first opportunity; or 

3. The individual has satisfactorily completed a substance abuse program approved by 
DHS; or 

4. A treatment provider licensed by the Department of Health, Division of Alcohol and 
Drug Abuse Services, has determined that the individual does not need substance abuse 
treatment according to TennCare guidelines. 

 
Note: A substance abuse treatment program approved by DHS is defined as one licensed by 
the Tennessee Department of Health. A listing of such programs may be found on the De-
partment of Health’s website at www.state.tn.us/health. 

 

Residents of authorized drug and alcohol treatment centers must apply and be certified through 
the use of an authorized representative who is an employee of and designated by the private 
non-profit organization or institution or the publicly operated 
center that is administering the treatment and rehabilitation pro-
gram. The organization or institution must apply on behalf of 
the individual residing at the drug and/or alcohol treatment fa-
cility, and receive and spend the SNAP benefits for food pre-
pared by and/or served to the individual. Each center will be 
asked to sign a Letter of Agreement. This agreement outlines 
the Department of Human Services’ and the Center’s responsi-
bilities in the certification and record keeping process. 
 
Regular participants in drug or alcohol treatment and rehabilita-
tion programs, either as residents or non-residents, are exempt 
from SNAP work requirements. Because of the likelihood of frequent and significant changes, 
residents of treatment centers are generally certified for 1 to 2 months at a time. However, if a 
longer certification period is warranted, a longer period must be assigned. If circumstances war-
rant it, households certified after the 15th of the month should have their SNAP certification 
extended by one month. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Residents of authorized drug 

and alcohol treatment centers 

must apply and be certified 

through the use of an 

authorized representative who 

is an employee of the center 

administering the treatment and 

rehabilitation program.  
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SECTION IV: 

FOOD STAMP DENIALS AND CANCELLATIONS:  

FINANCIAL ELIGIBILITY VERIFICATION 
 
 

A.   Proof of Income and Resources 

 

Households applying for SNAP must show proof of gross non-exempt income. Income includes 
both earned (wages and salaries) and unearned (money received from sources other than em-
ployment) income. The source and amount of all income for each household member must be 
explored to determine whether it is to be counted or exempted. To learn what income is and is 
not exempt, refer to Section IV.D. Verification of an individual’s lack of employment must also 
be obtained through a collateral contact or with documentary evidence of recent unemployment 
 
Acceptable verification of income includes documentary evidence, such as pay stubs and   W-2 
forms, or a collateral contact, such as a supervisor. When documentary evidence of current 
earnings is not available, as in the case of self-employed applicants, the applicant’s/recipient’s 
business records and 1040 Income Tax forms from a previ-
ous pay period may be used to estimate monthly income. If 
there is absolutely no way to provide proof of income 
through documentary evidence or a collateral contact, the 
caseworker may accept the best possible estimate of income 
from the household applying. 
 
When a household claims that money received is a loan, the 
caseworker must verify that it is, indeed, a loan and that it is 
expected to be repaid. When verifying whether income is 
exempt as a loan, a formal legal document is not required. A repayment agreement may be a 
simple statement signed by both parties, which indicates that the money is a loan and what the 
plans are for repayment. 
 
Countable and non-countable liquid and non-liquid resources must be verified, if questionable. 
The amount of any savings or checking accounts will be verified at each application and recerti-
fication. Acceptable verification of an applicant’s resources includes documentary evidence 
such as statements from banks or other savings institutions. However, caseworkers will accept 
the applicant’s/recipient’s declaration of the value of any safety deposit box items. To learn 
more about the other forms of verification required for SNAP eligibility, refer to Section V.A. 
 
 

B.   Income Limits 

 
Most SNAP denials and cancellations occur due to an individual’s income level, which is the 
main criterion the food stamp office uses to determine SNAP eligibility. With the exception of 
the categorically eligible (disabled and elderly), all households are subject to the food stamp 
gross and net income limit tests. The food stamp office first looks at gross monthly income to 
determine whether a household qualifies for food stamps. Gross income refers to the total in-

If there is absolutely no way to 

provide proof of income through 

documentary evidence or a collateral 

contact, the caseworker may accept 

the best possible estimate of income 

from the household applying. 
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come a household receives before any income deductions or exclusions. The first standard does 
not apply to households containing an elderly or disabled individual. Because gross income 
serves only as an eligibility limiting factor that functions as a criterion for screening out the eli-
gible from the ineligible, the net monthly income is then examined to determine the food stamp 
allotment the household should receive. 
 

Basis of Issuance Chart: Income Limit and Allotment Guide 

 

 
 
 

C.   Net Monthly Income Deductions 

 
A household’s net monthly income is calculated by subtracting the deductions for which they 
qualify from the total earned (cash) income. It is important to note that gross monthly income, 
standard deductions, and Standard Utility Allowances are subject 
to change with annual, federal cost of living adjustments. The 
types of expenses allowed as deductions include: 
 
1.  The Earned Income Deduction subtracts 20% of the gross in-
come a household earns from working, thereby making food 
stamps more accessible to low-income households containing a 
working member. This deduction does not allow for any addi-
tional deductions (i.e., taxes, pensions, union dues, and the like) 
except for costs of self-employment. Excluded earned income is 
not subject to this deduction. Households that willfully and fraudulently fail to report earnings, 
and, thus, commit an Intentional Program Violation, are not entitled to the 20% deduction in 
the overissuance determination. To learn more about food stamp overissuance and outcomes, 
refer to Section VII.A. 
 
2.  The Standard Deduction applies to each household regardless of its income. Deductions vary 
with the household size in the following ways: 

  
  

Household 

Size 

Gross Monthly Income 

Limit (130% of Poverty)

* 

Net Monthly 
Income Limit 

(100% of Poverty) 

  
Maximum Food Stamp 

Allotment 
  

1 $ 1,174 $ 903 $ 200 

2 1,579 1,215 367 

3 1,984 1,526 526 

4 2,389 1,838 668 

5 2,794 2,150 793 

6 3,200 2,461 952 

7 3,605 2,773 1,052 

8 4,010 3,085 1,202 

9 4,416 3,397 1,352 

The gross monthly income, 

standard deductions, and 

Standard Utility Allowances 

are subject to change with 

annual, federal cost of living 

adjustments.  
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Household of 1-3:     $141 
Household of 4:        $153 
Household of 5:        $179 
Household of 6+:      $205 

 
3.  The Excess Medical Deduction is the non-reimbursable portion of an allowable medical cost 
that exceeds $35 per month, except when the individual is enrolled in the Medicare-Approved 
Drug Discount Card Program, which aids eligible individuals with their prescription drug costs. 
Deductable medical costs include: 
 

• Medical and dental care, including psychotherapy and rehabilitation services provided 
by a licensed practitioner, hospitalization or outpatient treatment, nursing care, and nurs-
ing home care, including payments by the household for an individual who was a house-
hold member before entering a hospital or nursing home licensed (or recognized) by the 
state. At such point, the individual residing in the hospital or nursing home can no 
longer be considered a household member, but can apply as an independent household; 

• Prescription drugs, costs of medical supplies, dentures, hearing aids, prosthetics sick-
room equipment (including rental,) such as hospital-style beds, grab bars, walking aids, 
or other prescribed equipment are deductible; 

• Health and hospitalization insurance policy premiums 
• Medicare premiums related to coverage under Title XVIII of the Social Security Act; 

and cost-sharing or spend-down expenses incurred by Medicaid recipients; 
• Costs of securing and maintaining an animal specially trained to provide service to the 

disabled including the cost of food and veterinarian bills; 
• Eyeglasses or contact lenses 
• Reasonable cost of transportation and lodging to obtain medical treatment/services; 
• Monthly telephone fees for amplifiers and warning signals for handicapped persons and 

costs of typewriter equipment for the deaf; 
• Special diets that require a prescription and must be obtained from a pharmacist (do not 

count other special diets); 
 

Costs of maintaining an attendant or homemaker that is necessary due to age, infirmity, or ill-
ness. In addition, deduct an amount equal to the one-person coupon allotment (the highest allot-
ment for which a household is eligible) if the household furnishes the majority of the atten-
dant’s meals. Thus, if a household that incurs attendant care costs that could qualify under both 
the medical deduction and dependent care deduction, the State agency shall treat the cost as a 
medical expense. 
 
4.  The Dependent Care Deduction deducts payments for the actual costs of childcare necessary 
for a household member to accept or continue employment, seek employment in compliance 
with an Employment & Training (E&T) component (or an equivalent effort by those not subject 
to E&T), or attend training or education preparatory to employment. There is no limit to the de-
pendent care deduction. The deduction cannot apply to any individual who is not employed or 
seeking employment in one of the ways listed above. 
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5.  The Shelter Costs Deduction can be applied to the amount in excess of 50% of the house-
hold’s income after all deductions have been allowed. No shelter cost limit exists for an elderly 
or disabled household but a limit of $459 applies to all other households. The shelter deduction 
applies to: 
 

• Rent, mortgage, condominium fees, property taxes, insurance, utility costs (see SUA for 
more information), or other continuing charges leading to the ownership of shelter. The 
deduction does not cover deposits, down payments, furniture insurance, repairs and re-
placements (unless they are the result of a natural disaster), mortgage closing costs, site 
preparation and well drilling. 

• Homeless shelters in which households incur or expect to incur shelter costs are eligible 
for a household (household) shelter standard (standard shelter deduction is $143). 
Homeless households with shelter costs higher than the household standard would be 
able to claim these costs if they can be reasonably verified. 

• The standard utility allowance (SUA) is used in calculating the shelter costs of those 
households that directly incur regular heating or cooling expenses apart from rent or 
mortgage costs (see SUA chart below). The SUA applies to the cost of heating and/or 
cooling, cooking fuel, electricity, the basic service fee for one telephone, water, sewage, 
and garbage and trash collection. Heating and cooling costs must be incurred to receive 
the deduction. Energy assistance does not affect eligibility if the household is otherwise 
entitled (Refer to chart below). 

 
At the time of certification or recertification, the household may deduct its actual utility costs 
rather than using the SUA throughout the certification period if these costs can be verified. 
 

6. The Child Support Payment Deduction applies to court ordered payments paid by a Food 
Stamp household member to or for an individual living outside the household. 
 
7.  The Deduction for a Representative Payee is a monthly fee collected from SSI payments by 
an organizational representative payee that is legally obligated and not counted as income to the 
recipient for the Food Stamp Program. The organization must be a community based nonprofit 
social service agency. 
 

 

D.   Income Types 

 
Food stamp allotments are also affected by the type of income a household receives (i.e. earned 
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or unearned income). Income limits apply to both earned and unearned incomes.  In general, 
income limits do not apply to non-cash income or even some cash income, such as: 
 

1. Vendor payments and federal or state aid to pay for public housing, child care, WIC 
benefits, food, fuel, and energy or other SNAP-coherent state or federal programs, 
such as some payments to members of Native American tribes. 

2. Money from a student under 18. 
3. Money from private charities. 
4. Irregular income that does not exceed $30 in three months or one time payments 

such as TANF diversion payments, income tax refunds, insurance settlements, per-
sonal injury awards, etc. 

5. All educational income; the excluded income may be from Title IV, non-Title IV, 
BIA, or Federal grants, as well as private sources. Also excluded will be college 
work-study programs. 

6. Loans, including loans from private individuals, as well as commercial institutions. 
This does not include educational loans on which repayment is deferred. 

7. Non-living-expense reimbursements, such work-related reimbursements. 
8. Money to be used for the costs of personal business owners. 
9. Title V pay received under Older Americans Act of 1965. 
10. Money received under the Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real Property Acqui-

sition Policy Act of 1970. 
11. Payments received under Title II of the Domestic Volunteer Services Act of 1973. 

Payments count unless volunteer was on food stamps prior to volunteering. 
12. Child support that is received (if given to welfare office to continue TANF benefits) 

or paid (counted as a deduction). 
13. Advanced payments received for Earned Income Tax Credit from employer. 
14. Income allocated to a PASS plan approved by SSA. 
15. Compensation made under the Crime Act of 1984 to crime victims is excluded from 

income as stated in Section 230202 of P.L. 103-322. 
16. Combat pay paid to families of U.S. military personnel. 

 

 

E. Resource Limits 

 

As part of the federal SNAP resource rules, Tennessee households may hold up to $2,000 in 
countable resources, such as a bank account, or $3,000 in countable resources if at least one 
person in the household is age 60 or older or disabled. However, certain resources are NOT 
counted against households when determining eligibility. The following are resources that are 
exempt from the SNAP resource limit test: 
 
1)   Home and Lot 
 
The home, outbuildings (structures such as barns, garages, sheds, etc., that are considered a part 
of the household’s residence), and surrounding property (regardless of location) are excluded 
from household resources even when temporarily unoccupied for reasons of employment, train-
ing for future employment, illness or uninhabitabilty caused by casualty or natural disaster if the 
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household intends to return. If the household does not already own a home, the value of a lot 
purchased to build a home on is excluded. If the new home is partially completed, the value of 
it is excluded. 
 

2)   Household Goods and Personal Effects 

3)   Insurance Policies 

4) Exempt Vehicles  

Many household vehicles are also NOT counted as resources in Tennessee. According to the 

federal SNAP vehicle rules, licensed vehicles are NOT counted if they are: 

• used for income-producing purposes,  
• annually producing income consistent with their fair market value,  
• needed for long distance travel for work (other than daily commute),  
• used as the home, needed to transport a physically disabled household member,  
• needed to carry most of the household's fuel or water,  
• or if the household has little equity in the vehicle (because of money owed on the 

vehicle, it would bring no more than $1,500 if sold).  
 

Vehicles that do not meet the above exclusions must be appraised. If a vehicle’s fair market 
value or equity value (whichever is higher) is more than $4,650, the excess value is counted to-
ward the household’s resource limit. However, cars that are exempt from the equity test in-
clude: 

• one vehicle per adult in the household regardless of the use of the vehicle,  
• any additional vehicle a household member under age 18 drives to commute to em-

ployment, training or education. 
 

5)   Burial Policies, Burial Agreements, and Burial Plots 

6)   Pension Funds 
 
Retirement accounts established under Section 401(a), 403(b), 408, 408A, 457(b), and 501(c)
(18) of the Internal Revenue Code of 1986 and the value of funds in a Federal Thrift Savings 
Plan account (Section 8439, Title 5, USC) are excluded as a resource. This includes but is not 
limited to the following: 
 

• Pension or traditional defined-benefit plan [Section 401(a) of the Internal Revenue 
Code]  

• 401(k) plans [Section 401(a) of the Internal Revenue Code]  
• SIMPLE 401 (k) [Section 401(a) of the Internal Revenue Code]  
• Section 501(c)(18) plans (retirement plans for union members consisting of em-

ployee contributions to certain trusts that must have been established before June 
1959)  
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• 403 (b) plan under the Internal Revenue Code  
• 457 plan under the Internal Revenue Code  
• Federal Employee Thrift Savings plan [Section 8439 of Title 5 of the US Code]  
• Keogh plan [Section 401(a) of the Internal Revenue Code]  
• Individual Retirement Account (IRA) [Section 408 of the Internal Revenue Code]  
• Roth IRA [Section 408(A) of the Internal Revenue Code ]  
• SIMPLE IRA [Section 408 of the Internal Revenue Code ]  
• Simplified Employer Plan [Section 408 of the Internal Revenue Code ]  
• Profit Sharing Plan [Section 401(a) of the Internal Revenue Code ]  
• Cash Balance Plans [Section 401(a) of the Internal Revenue Code ]  

 
7)   Income Producing Property  
 

(a) Definitions 
 

• Property which annually produces income consistent with other similar property 
in the area, with the same fair market value, even if only used on a seasonal ba-
sis. This refers to any property, which has a value that is consistent with the fair 
market value of surrounding property that provides a household with a source of 
income. 

• Property such as farm land which is essential to the employment or the self-
employment of a household member 

• Rental homes and vacation homes (including unattached trailers or mobile 
homes not being used as the home place) which may be used by the household 
for vacation purposes at sometime during the year but which annually produce 
income consistent with the prevailing rate of return for similar property in the 
area, if not income producing, the equity value is counted. 

• Work related equipment, such as a tradesman’s tools or a farmer’s machinery, 
which is essential to a household member’s employment or self-employment 

• Installment contracts for the sale of land or building(s), if the contract or agree-
ment is producing income consistent with the prevailing rate of return for similar 
property. This exclusion also applies to the value of the property sold under con-
tract or held as security in exchange for a purchase price consistent with the sell-
ing price of a similar property in the area; 

• Farm property including land, equipment and supplies may be excluded for one 
year beginning with the date self-employment farming ceases. 

 
(b) Determining If Property Is Income Producing 

 
• When it is necessary to determine if property is producing income consistent 

with the same fair market value, the caseworker may contact local realtors, 
county trustee’s office, the Small Business Administration, Farmer’s Home Ad-
ministration, or similar sources to determine the prevailing rate of return (e.g., 
square foot rental for similar usage of real property) in the area. 
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• If the caseworker determines that the property is not producing income consis-
tent with similar property in the area (for instance, the property is being leased 
for a token payment), such property will be counted as a resource. 

• Property exempt as essential to employment need not be producing income con-
sistent with its fair market value. For instance, a farmer’s land is essential to his 
employment; a good or bad crop would not affect the exemption of such a prop-
erty as a resource. 

 
8)   Inaccessible Resources  
 
The cash values of resources which are not accessible to the household or which cannot be 
brought to a condition of current availability are exempt. 
For example: 
 

• Security deposits on rental property or utilities; 
• Property in probate; 
• Jointly owned resources determined to be inaccessible; 
• Real property which the household is making a good faith effort to sell at a reason-

able price, but which has not been sold. (Verification of the effort to sell the property 
may be obtained through a collateral contact or documentation, such as a public ad-
vertisement that the property is for sale. It must be determined that the household 
has not declined a reasonable offer.) 

• A resource which is unlikely to produce any significant amount of funds for the sup-
port of the household if sold or disposed of in any other manner is considered inac-
cessible. A resource that the household is unable to sell for any significant return 
because the household’s interest is relatively slight or because the costs of selling the 
household’s interest would be relatively great is also considered inaccessible. 

 
9)   Resources Excluded by Law 
 
Mixed Food Stamp Households have one or more member(s) receiving or authorized to receive 
Cash Assistance and/or SSI but not all household members receive these benefits. The Food 
Stamp Program will exclude resources of these individuals. If identified, these resources cannot 
be included when a household’s total resources are calculated. The household member is cate-
gorically resource eligible for Food Stamps. 
 
The following types of payments are excluded by law from consideration as resources in the 
determination of eligibility/level of benefits: 
 

1. Relocation Assistance Payments 
2. Alaska Native Claims Payments and Sac and Fox Indian Claim Payments 
3. Payments received under the Alaska Native Claims Settlements Act P.L. 920203, 

Section 21(a) and the Sac and Fox Indian Claims Agreement P.L. 94-189. 
4. Payments for Certain Indian Tribes Payments. These payments are derived from cer-

tain submarginal lands of the United States which are held in trust for certain Indian 
tribes. 
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5. Workforce Investment Act Payments received from the Workforce Investment Act 
(WIA). 

6. Payments from Disposition of Funds of Ottawa Indians 
7. Payments made to the Grand River Band of Ottawa Indians under P.L. 94-540. 
8. Payments Under Title IV of the Higher Education Act - Federal Assistance provided 

by a program funded in whole or in part under Title IV of the Higher Education Act. 
Such payments include Pell Grants, Supplemental Education Opportunity (SEOG) 
Grants, PLUS Program Grants, National Direct Student Loans (NDSL), Byrd Honor 
Scholarships, and college work study funds. 

9. Energy Assistance Payments - Do not count payments made under any federal laws 
for the purpose of energy assistance. These payments must be clearly identified as 
energy assistance by the legislative body authorizing the program or providing the 
funds. Payments made through state or local funding are counted. Among the federal 
payments that would be excluded are energy assistance payments provided through 
the Department of Health and Human Services, Low Income Energy Assistance Pro-
gram and the Community Service Administrations’ Energy Crisis Assistance and 
Crisis Intervention Programs. HUD Section 8 payments and FmHA are also ex-
cluded because they are identified as federal energy assistance. 

10. HUD Retroactive Tax and Utility Cost Subsidy Payments - Payments issued pursu-
ant to settlement of Underwood vs. Harris (Civil No. 78-04 69 D.D.C. against HUD) 
for the month for which payment was received and for the following month. 

11. Payments of Relocation Assistance to Members of the Navajo and Hopi Tribes Un-
der P.L. 93-531. 

12. Benefits from Food Program - Do not count the following benefits from the food 
programs: 

• WIC (special supplemental food program for Women, Infants, and Children); 
• 2. value of food stamps; 
• 3. value of school lunches or other school food programs. 

13.  Earned Income Tax Credits - Monthly or lump sum EITC payments are excluded as 
a resource for 12 months from receipt if the individual was a Food Stamp participant at 
the time of receipt and continues to participate (with breaks of a month or less). 
14.  Nazi Persecution Payments - Payments made to individuals because of their status 
as victims of Nazi persecution are to be excluded as a resource. 
15.  Compensation under the Crime Act of 1984 - Compensation made under the Crime 
Act of 1984 to crime victims is excluded as a resource as stated in Section 230202 of 
P.L. 103-322. 
16.  Filipino Veterans Equity Compensation Fund Payments - Lump sum payments 
made to certain veterans and the spouses of veterans who served in the military of the 
Government of the Commonwealth of the Philippines during World War II is excluded 
as a resource. 
 

10)   Resources of Non-Household Members  
 
Do not count the resources belonging to non-household members except for the following: 
 

• Ineligible Aliens/Individuals with Questionable Citizenship 
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• Employment & Training Disqualified or IPV Disqualification 
• Able Bodied Adults Without Dependent Children - Resources of ABAWDS that are in-

eligible within a thirty-six month period are counted in their entirety to the remaining 
household members. 

• Convicted of Trafficking in Food Stamps of $500 or More (eff. 11/1/96); Second Viola-
tion of a Finding by a Federal, State or local Court of Trading of Coupons for a Con-
trolled Substance (eff. 11/1/96); First Violation Based Upon a Finding by a Federal, 
State or local Court of the Trading of Firearms, Ammunition or Explosives for Coupons 
(eff. 11/1/96); Fleeing Felon or a Probation/Parole Violator (eff. 11/1/96); or Convicted 
(under Federal or State Law) of a Felony Offense Which Occurred after 8-22-96 

 
11)  Agent Orange Settlement Payments  
 
12)  Allowances Paid to Children of Vietnam Veterans Born with Spina Bifida  

 

13)  Individual Development Account (IDA) 
 
Families First participants enrolled in the IDA program can have a special savings account. Par-
ticipants’ earnings deposited into an IDA account are matched by a not-for-profit or govern-
ment agency. IDAs are operated by local non-profit organizations. These funds (savings, match-
ing funds and interest) are disregarded in the Food Stamp Program as long as the money stays 
in the IDA. If the money is paid out directly to the individual or any interest is paid directly to 
the individual, the exclusion would not apply. 
 
Individual contributions and interest payments to an IDA which receives matching funds from 
the Assets for Independence Act (AFIA) are excluded as a resource. IDAs under the AFIA pro-
vide federal funds to match the amount of earnings that low-income working individuals put 
into savings. 
 
14)  “Dedicated Accounts” for SSI Children  
 
These accounts are set up for past due monthly benefits from Supplemental Security Income at 
a financial institution. The account should be set up as the child’s name by the Payee’s name as 
the representative payee or trustee. These funds are to be used for specific purposes such as 
medical treatment and education or job skills training and services such as special equipment, 
therapy or special needs. The accounts are not counted as resources. 
 
15.)  Earmarked Resources  
 
(a) Exempt any governmental payments which are designated for the restoration of a home 
damaged in a disaster, if the household is subject to a legal sanction if the funds are not used as 
intended. Such funds include those made by the Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment through the Individual and Family Grant Program or disaster loans or grants made by the 
Small Business Administration. 
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(b) Payments made under the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) for flood mitigation 
activities shall not be counted as income or resources of the property owner. The Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency awards grants to States and communities, which distribute the 
funds to individuals and businesses for activities that reduce the risk of repetitive flood damage. 
 
16.) Prorated Income - Exempt monies, such as those of students or self-employed persons, 
which have been prorated and counted as income. (The same funds may not be counted as both 
income and resources for the same period of time.)  
 
17)  Indian Lands - Exempt Indian lands held jointly with the tribe, or land that can be sold only 
with the approval of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 
 
18)  Livestock and Poultry - These are exempt when consumed as home produce.  
 
19)  Handling of Excluded Funds  
 

• Excluded liquid assets kept in a separate account, and not commingled in an account 
with non-excluded funds, retain their resource exclusion for an unlimited period of 
time. 

• Resources which have been excluded as prorated income but are commingled in an 
account with non-excluded funds, will retain their exclusion for the period of time 
over which they have been prorated. (They will not be counted as both income and 
resources during the same period of time.) 

• All other excluded monies which are commingled with non-excluded funds will re-
tain their exemption for six months from the date they are commingled. After six 
months, all funds in the commingled account, other than those in above, are counted 
as a resource. 

 
20)  Educational Accounts  
 
Two types of education savings accounts that currently receive tax-preferred status under the 
federal tax code are shown below. These accounts are exempt resources for Food Stamps.  
 

1. Section 529 qualified tuition programs, which allow owners to prepay a student’s educa-
tion expenses or to contribute to an account to pay those expenses, and 

2. Coverdell education savings accounts (Section 530), an IRA type of account designed to 
pay a student’s education expenses.  

 

 

F.   Financial Eligibility Exemptions: Categorical Eligibility 
 
Certain households are considered categorically eligible (CE) for Food Stamps, without regard 
to the SNAP financial eligibility criteria becase they have already qualified for a different pro-
gram, such as TANF. Under SNAP, CE households are not subject to the Food Stamp resource 
limit or the net and gross income limits. Once a household is determined categorically eligible, 
it is not necessary to verify: 
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1.    gross income; 
2.    resources;  
3.    social security numbers;  
4.    sponsored immigrant information; and  
5.    residency  

 
However, all other Food Stamp verification requirements must be met. Consequently, categori-
cally eligible households are certified according to the notice and timeliness standards that ap-
ply to all Food Stamp households. 
 
Because the CE households are exempt from the gross income limits, the Basis of Issuance 
(BOI) chart in Section IV.B. cannot be used for CE households whose gross income exceeds the 
gross income limit for the corresponding household size. Use the following procedures to deter-
mine the allotment. Refer also to Appendix A.I or Appendix A.III. 
 

1. Advocates should determine the household’s net income based on normal Food Stamp 
policy. 

2. Advocates should then use the BOI chart to determine the allotment for households 
whose net income is at or below the net income limit for other Food Stamp households 
of the same size. 

3. When the household’s net income is over the net income limit for other Food Stamp 
households of the same size, no allotment will appear in the BOI. Determine the allot-
ment for such households as follows: Use the following formula to determine the allot-
ment for such CE households with more than two members: 

 
• multiply the household’s net income by .30 (30%), and round this amount up to the 

nearest dollar; 
• subtract the rounded 30% figure from the Thrifty Food Plan amount for the appropri-

ate household size. The result is the household’s allotment. 
• If the formula results in a zero allotment, the household is not eligible for benefits. 

Deny the household’s application (or terminate benefits for active households). 
 
A household is categorically eligible if all individuals included in the household are: 
 

1. SSI recipients or authorized to receive SSI benefits, and/or 
2. Cash Assistance recipients or those authorized to receive these benefits, and/or 
3. Eligible for Family Services Counseling following closure of the Families First cash 

case, and/or  
4. Eligible for and approved for a First Wheels loan. CE status will last for the duration 

of the loan. 
 

Categorical eligibility does not apply to households who:  
 

1. have a member(s) who is disqualified for an Intentional Program Violation; 
2. have an individual receiving SSI benefits for drug addiction and/or alcoholism 
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(DAA) who is suspended for failure to attend scheduled treatments or to make pro-
gress; or 

3. have a head of the household that is disqualified because of voluntary quit/work re-
quirements. NOTE: If only one member is disqualified, it would not prohibit the 
remaining household members from being a CE household. 

4. have a member or members who receive state-funded Families First benefits because 
they are aliens who do not meet the PRWORA requirements, but do meet the re-
quirements previously in effect in the AFDC Program. 

5. contain a member who is ineligible by virtue of a conviction for a drug-related fel-
ony.  
 

The following individuals also cannot be included in an otherwise categorically eligible 
household:  
 

1. ineligible aliens;  
2. ineligible students; and   
3. institutionalized individuals  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 31 

SECTION V: 

SNAP DENIALS AND CANCELLATIONS: 

NON-FINANCIAL ELIGIBILITY VERIFICATION 
 
 

A.   Non-financial Eligibility Verification Checklist 

 

The following describe non-financial factors that must be verified before eligibility can be ap-
proved or the level of benefits can be determined: 
 
Social Security Number 

 

An applicant or recipient must furnish a social security number (SSN) as a condition of eligibil-
ity. If s/he cannot furnish a number, s/he must apply for one. Food stamps cannot be denied, 
delayed or terminated pending the issuance or verification of a social security number as long as 
the applicant or recipient has either furnished the number or ap-
plied for one. If an SS-5 is completed in the county DHS office, a 
copy of the completed SS-5, documentation of appropriate iden-
tifying information and a copy of the Enumeration Transmittal 
Sheet (HS-2115) should be filed in a central location. 
 
If a household member can show good cause why an application 
for an SSN has not been completed in a timely manner, that per-
son shall be allowed to participate for one month in addition to 
the application month. If the household member applying for the 
SSN has been unable to obtain documents required by the Social 
Security Administration, the caseworker will make every effort to assist the individual in ob-
taining the documents. Good cause for failure to apply for a number must be shown monthly in 
order for a household member to continue to participate in the program. Refer to Section VI.G 
for examples of good cause. 
 

Proof of Identification 

 

Applicants are required to verify their identities before they are eligible for SNAP benefits; 
however, a photo I.D. is not the only way by which to do so. Caseworkers may also use other 
forms of documentary evidence, such as wage stubs or an ID from another government pro-
gram. The caseworker may even use a collateral contact to verify an applicant’s identity if no 
form of documentary evidence can be found. 
 

Proof of Citizenship or Alien Status   

 

Non-citizens and unqualified immigrants are ineligible for SNAP. Immigrant status is to be 
verified through the Immigration and Naturalization Service’s Systematic Alien Verification for 
Entitlements (SAVE) system. However, as described in Section III.D, the DHS office is not al-
lowed to contact the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services to determine an individual’s 
immigration status. 

Food stamps cannot be 

denied, delayed or terminated 

pending the issuance or 

verification of a social 

security number as long as 

the applicant or recipient has 

furnished the number or 

applied for one.  
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Proof of Household Size and Composition  

 

The number of persons in the household must be verified prior to approval, at each recertifica-
tion, and anytime the household size changes. The caseworker must verify household size and/
or composition through a collateral contact or some other source of verification that will pro-
vide accurate verification of the number of people in the household. Examples of acceptable 
collateral contacts are landlords, neighbors, social service agencies or other reasonable sources. 
When individuals live in the same household and claim separate Food Stamp household status, 
a signed statement from each head of household is acceptable verification of separate household 
status. 
 

Proof of Residency 

 
Households must be living in the county in which they file an application. The only exception 
to this requirement is that a household may apply for food stamps in another county when a 
hospital-based caseworker takes the application or when the individual is a battered woman or 
child (see Section III.E.) The caseworker must verify residence in conjunction with verification 
of other information such as rent and mortgage payments, utility expenses, and identity. If resi-
dence cannot be verified in conjunction with other information, the caseworker must use a col-
lateral contact or other readily available documentary evidence. 
 
The household applying for SNAP is not eligible until proof of residency is verified, except in 
unusual cases, such as those of expedited migrants and homeless individuals. In such cases, a 
hand-written declaration from the applicant is acceptable. The client’s written declaration of the 
facts can be accepted as verification when: 
 

1. the household has tried, without success, to obtain the needed verification; and 
2. the counselor has exhausted all means of securing documentary evidence, without suc-

cess; and 
3. the documents needed are other than those required by another agency, as in enumera-

tion. 
 

Proof of Employment 

 

When the employment status is questionable, the amount of income received from employment 
may be used to establish the work registration exemption, which requires all able bodied adults 
without dependents to have employment or to register for FSET to be eligible for SNAP. The 
amount of income must be consistent with wages paid for a 30-hour workweek, based on the 
general conditions prevailing in the community. 
 

Proof of Striker  

 

Striker status of any household member must be verified when there is a known strike in the 
employment area and there is a history of recent employment. 
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Proof of Disability  

 

Households that contain a member with a disability must be verified prior to allowing any spe-
cial consideration, such as medical deductions, and excess shelter deductions. The following are 
acceptable forms of verification for applicants with disabilities: 
 

1. Receipt of disability or blindness benefits (for all special considerations except granting 
of separate household status to elderly, disabled individuals purchasing and preparing 
food with others) from SSI or Social Security is verification of disability for those indi-
viduals receiving such benefits. 

2. Disability for a veteran may be verified by observation or documentary evidence from 
the Veterans’ Administration (VA)_. 

3. Disability for a surviving spouse or child of a veteran may be verified by observation or 
a statement from a physician or licensed or certified psychologist. 

4. Disability for an elderly disabled person who lives with and purchases food with others 
may be based on observation or a statement from a physician or licensed or certified 
psychologist. 

 

Proof of Eligibility for Other Deductions 

 
Households that contain a member that is eligible for a deduction must be verified before the 
deduction can be granted. If the individual is eligible but verification is not provided in the re-
quired timeframe, the SNAP application may be processed and the benefits determined without 
the deduction.   

 

 

B.   Inadequate Eligibility Verification  

 

Because some documentation may also be necessary in determining an applicant’s eligibility, 
applicants may also be denied SNAP benefit for refusal or failure to provide such verification. 
Verification can be obtained from four different sources:  
 

1. documentary (paper) evidence  
2. collateral contacts (references) 
3. home visits  
4. computer information. 

 
When verification cannot be obtained from a third party despite the household’s and the 
worker’s best efforts, the worker can accept the client’s written and dated declaration of the 
facts. Remember that applicants cannot be denied benefits because they are unable to provide 
the needed verification. 
 
Documentary evidence can be official (i.e. authorized by businesses, agencies or organizations) 
or unofficial (e.g. hand-written notes from employers of individuals that work periodically). In 
some cases, official documentation is required, such as for proof of identification. Identification 
documentation may be accepted in many forms other than a state I.D. card or driver’s license, 
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including but not limited to a pay stub or health assistance I.D. Proof of residency must also be 
provided except in special cases of homelessness and migrant workers where none is available. 
 
Collateral contacts, which provide verbal confirmation of the household’s circumstances by 
someone outside of the household with knowledge about the eligibility factors in question, can 
be made in person or over the phone. Though the caseworker may accept a suggested contact 
from the applicant, s/he is not required to do so. In cases where the collateral contact provided 
is deemed inadequate, the caseworker may request an alternative contact. 
 
Home visits may be scheduled with the applicant when no other forms of verification are possi-
ble. However, if better forms of verification exist, the caseworker should use them first.   
 
Refusal to provide verification or information needed to obtain required verification is suffi-
cient ground for denial or termination. Failure to provide information needed to establish eligi-
bility may also result in denial or termination if the caseworker is unable to establish a neces-
sary factor of eligibility. However, if it is failure and not refusal that is the reason for noncom-
pliance, the applicant will be given a reasonable opportunity to cooperate. (E.g., if the house-
hold takes the required action within the application processing period, cooperation has oc-
curred.) 
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SECTION VI: 

SNAP DENIALS AND CANCELLATIONS:  

POLICY AND PROCEDURAL NONCOMPLIANCE 
 

 

A.   Missed Interviews 

 

In addition to eligibility issues, SNAP denials and cancellations may occur due to noncompli-
ance with rules around the application or recertification process, such as missed interviews and 
appointments or other forms of procedural noncompliance. 
 
If an applicant fails to attend a scheduled interview, the applicant will receive a Notice of 
Missed Appointment. If a transitional food stamp household does not respond to the appoint-
ment letter, the TFS certification will expire and the case will be automatically closed. Because 
the application will be held pending until the end of the month (if filed by the 15th) or for 30 
days (if filed after the 15th), the applicant should reschedule the appointment as quickly as pos-
sible. The mailed Notice of Missed Appointment must inform the applicant that s/he must con-
tact the county office and schedule a second appointment within the processing timeframe or 
the application will be denied. 
 
If the appointment is rescheduled, the meeting will take place as soon as possible to ensure that 
the original 30-day time frame is met. If no attempt is made to reschedule the missed appoint-
ment, the certification will be allowed to expire or the application will be denied at the end of 
the 30-day period. The applicant will then have to begin the application process anew. Benefits 
may also be lost when SNAP recipients fail to complete the SNAP recertification requirements. 
 
 

B.   Office Interview Waivers 

 
Note that any individual unable to attend the office interview may designate in writing someone 
who knows the circumstances of the applicant to attend on his/her behalf. To do this, that per-
son, if not a household member, must have the applicant’s written permission. Caseworkers are 
required to inform the applicant of this right when scheduling the interview. The office inter-
view must also be waived upon request by any household which is: 
 

(a) unable to appoint an authorized representative and which has no household members 
able to come into the Food Stamp Office because they are 60 years of age or older, or are 
disabled as determined under Proof of Disability in Section V.A. 

 
(b) unable to appoint an authorized representative and lives in a location not served by a 
certification office; 
 
(c) unable to appoint an authorized representative and which has no household members 
able to come to the Food Stamp Office because of transportation difficulties or similar 
hardships which the county determines, on a case-by-case basis, warrants a waiver of the 
office interview. These hardship conditions include, but are not limited to: 
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1. illness,  
2. care of a household member,  
3. prolonged severe weather,  
4. hardship associated with living in a rural area, and/or  
5. employment or training hours that prevent an applicant from participating in a face-
to-face interview. 
 

The county must determine if the difficulty or hardship reported by a household warrants a 
waiver of the office interview and document in the case file why a request for a waiver was 
granted or denied. The county may offer a telephone interview in lieu of a face-to-face inter-
view for a household for whom the face-to-face interview is waived. In rare cases where a tele-
phone interview is not possible, a mutually agreed-upon site for 
the interview will be arranged between the county and the appli-
cant/recipient or his/her representative. 
 
Waiver of the face-to-face interview does not exempt the house-
hold from the verification requirements discussed in Section V. 
However, special procedures also may be used to permit the 
household to provide verification and thus obtain its benefits in a 
timely manner. These may include substituting a collateral con-
tact in cases where documentary verification would normally be provided. Waiver of the face-
to-face interview should not affect the length of the household’s certification period. 
 
 

C.   SNAP Work Requirements  

 

Even when an individual meets income limits, resource limits, and non-financial requirements, 
s/he may still remain ineligible for SNAP benefits due to the federal work requirements, which 
affect SNAP eligibility for most able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs). ABAWD 
applicants that do not meet one of the ABAWD work requirement exemptions (see Section 
VI.F.) may also lose or be denied SNAP benefits if they do not comply with employment re-
quirements (see Section VI.D.) ABAWDs that quit a job or FSET program or do not report a 
lost job can have their benefits terminated. 
 
As part of the general work requirements, the federal Food Stamp Employment and Training 
(FSET) program aims to “assist food stamp recipients in gaining skills, training or experience 
that will increase their ability to obtain regular employment." In Tennessee, the FSET program 
is a mandatory SNAP program component that aims to reduce dependency on SNAP benefits 
by creating self-sufficiency through life-skills training and career preparation assistance. As 
part of the SNAP work requirement, applicants and recipientsmust engage in any of the follow-
ing employment and training options: 
 
 
 
 

Special  procedures may be 

used to permit the household 

to provide verification and 

thus obtain its benefits in a 

timely manner.  
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D.   FSET Requirement Options 
 

1. Paid work for at least 20 hours each week (or an average there of). 
 

 
2. Volunteer work or work for benefits in lieu of wages or a combination of the types of 
work for at least 20 hours per week. 
 
3. An employment and training program for 20 hours per week, such as the Food Stamp 
Employment and Training (FSET) Program, a Workforce Investment Act WIA Pro-
gram, a Trade Adjustment Assistance Act Program, or state training programs like those 
at a Board of Regents Institution or college, an Unemployment Benefit Program, or an 
Adult Basic Education class. 
 
4. A Workfare or unpaid work experience program through Department of Labor and 
Workforce Development (DOLWD  the Tennessee Career Center, or TCC in Tennes-
see) 

 
Tennessee’s SNAP policies require all ABAWDS that do not meet the work requirement ex-
emptions listed in Section VI.E. to register for work. A month in which an ABAWD meets an 
exemption does not count toward his/her six months of eligibility for SNAP benefits.Work reg-
istrants may also participate in a state-assigned employment and training program or employ-
ment opportunity such as those listed above. ABAWDs are required to accept any legitimate 
offer of employment unless it can be deemed “unsuitable” (To learn more about work require-
ment exemptions that apply to ABAWDs, refer to Section VI.F.) 
 
Sanctions for non-compliance in the FSET program apply to mandatory, non-exempt partici-
pants. The first violation of the FSET requirement disqualifies the individual from participation 
in the SNAP program for one month or until compliance begins (whichever occurs later). The 
second violation disqualifies the individual for three months or until compliance begins. Dis-
qualified individuals will be treated as excluded household members. 
 
Individuals may be exempt from FSET compliance if they meet one of the federal work require-
ment exemptions listed in Section VI.E. Such individuals should not be referred to the Tennes-
see Department of Labor for FSET services.  
 
Sanctions may not apply to individuals required to participate in FSET services who fail to meet 
certain FSET program expectations if “good cause” is found. Refer to the exemptions for FSET 
noncompliance in Section VI.G. to learn more about good cause. 
 
 

E.   Work Requirement Exemptions  

 
Federal work requirement exemptions include the following: 
 
1. Person younger than age 16 or age 60 and older. 



 38 

2. Person age 16 or 17 if not the head of the household; attending school; or enrolled in an em-
ployment training program on at least a half-time basis. 

3. Physically or mentally unfit for employment. Individual must verify unfitness if it is not ob-
vious through receipt of temporary or permanent disability benefits issued by governmental 
or private sources (i.e., SSI, SSA disability payments, workmen’s compensation, etc.); a 
statement from a physician or a licensed or certified psychologist which indicates the length 
of disability; or approval for vocational rehabilitation services. 

4. Families First work registrant. 
5. Parent or other household member who is responsible for the care of a dependent child un-

der age 6 or for the care of an incapacitated person. If the child becomes age 6 during the 
certification period, the household member must register at recertification, unless the indi-
vidual qualifies for another exemption. 

6. Applicant for or recipient of unemployment compensation. 
7. A regular participant in drug addiction or alcoholic treatment and rehabilitation programs 

either on a resident or non-resident basis. 
8. Person who is employed or self-employed and works a minimum of 30 hours weekly; works 

fluctuating hours that average at least 30 hours a week; works as a migrant or seasonal farm 
worker; or receives weekly earnings that are at least equal to the federal minimum wage 
multiplied by 30 hours. 

9. Students enrolled at least half-time in any recognized school (including high school), train-
ing program, or institution of higher education are exempt from work registration. 

10. State work requirement barriers include the following: 
11. Individual with a temporary illness or injury – an illness or injury of the individual that is 

temporary in nature and is obvious or verified. 
12. Individual with a temporary disability – disability is temporary in nature and is obvious or 

verified. 
13. Individual with a temporary emergency – may be a family emergency, such as illness or dis-

aster, or an emergency related to the job. 
14. Person that is on call-back to job – such as a temporary layoff or plant shutdown for vaca-

tion. 
15. Person with no access to transportation – the individual does not have a reliable vehicle, 

there is no public transportation available, or the individual does not have the resources to 
use public transportation or buy gas. 

16. Homeless or without a fixed residence. 
17. Individual living in a non-funded E&T county or affected by other exemption approved by 

State Office. 
 
 

F.   ABAWD Work Requirement Exemptions 

 
As is indicated by the above exemptions, the Food Stamp Employment and Training program 
requirements apply mainly to able-bodied adults without dependent children. 
Though the majority of able-bodied adults without children will have to comply with work re-
quirements to qualify for any SNAP benefits, some ABAWDS may actually be exempted from 
work requirements if: 
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1. Individual is under age 18 or age 50 or above. 
2. Individual is unfit for employment or work programs according to caseworker’s ob-

servations or medical certification. 
3. Individual is the caretaker for a dependent child under 18 in the Food Stamp house-

hold. The child does not have to be related to the adult.. 
4. Pregnant. 
5. Individual is employed 80 hours per month, is involved in a component of an em-

ployment and training program through the Department of Labor or Department of 
Human Services for 80 hours per month, or is part of a Workfare (hours based on 
allotment amount). 

6. Individual resides in a Labor Surplus area (LSA) or a county with an unemployment 
rate of 10%. In such areas, ABAWDs are not subject to the time limits because the 
county is exempt from this requirement. Due to current employment shortages, this 
has become the prevailing situation. 

7. Individual is otherwise exempt from the Food Stamp work requirement. (See Sec-
tion VI.E. for more information on work requirement exemptions.) 

 
 

G.   Exemptions for FSET Non-compliance  

 

1. Unsuitable Work 
 
ABAWDs who do not meet one of the above exemptions must register for work and participate 
in or respond to the employment or work assistance offered or found unless it is deemed 
“unsuitable.” An employment opportunity can be declared unsuitable for any of the following 
reasons: 

 
1. The wage offered is less than the applicable federal minimum wage (or 80% of the 

federal minimum wage, if the federal minimum wage is not applicable). 
2. The employment offered is on a piece-rate basis, and the average hourly yield the 

employee reasonably can expect to earn is less than the applicable hourly wages 
specified under (1) above. 

3. The household member is required to join, resign from, or refrain from joining any 
legitimate labor organization. 

4. The work offered is at a site subject to a strike or lockout at the time of the offer, 
unless the strike has been enjoined under Section 208 of the Labor-Management Re-
lations Act (commonly known as the Taft-Hartley Act), or unless an injunction has 
been issued under Section 10 of the Railway Labor Act. 

5. The risk to health and safety is unreasonable. 
6. The household member is physically or mentally unfit to perform the employment. 

If verification of the applicants unfitness is not obvious, it should be verified through 
receipt of temporary or permanent disability benefits issued by governmental or pri-
vate sources (i.e., SSI, SSA disability payments, workmen’s compensation, etc.); a 
statement from a physician or a licensed or certified psychologist which indicates 
the length of disability; or  approval for vocational rehabilitation services. 
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7. The employment offered within the first 30 days of registration is not in the regis-
trant’s major field of experience. Offers after 30 days must be accepted. 

8. The working hours or nature of the employment interferes with the member’s reli-
gious observance, convictions, or beliefs. For example, a Sabbatarian could refuse to 
work on the Sabbath and not affect the household’s eligibility. 

9. The distance from the registrant’s home to the place of employment is unreasonable, 
such as: 

10. Daily commuting exceeds two hours per day, not including the transportation of a 
child to and from a child care facility; 

11. Public and private transportation is unavailable and the distance to the place of em-
ployment is too far to walk; or 

12. The cost of transportation to the job site is excessive based on the expected wage. 
13. Other good reasons that justify a conclusion that employment is unsuitable. 

 
2.   Good Cause 
 
Similarly, a non-exempt ABAWD who has not complied with work requirements may be able 
to avoid sanctions and other adverse actions if good cause can be determined as the reason for 
this incompletion. Good cause includes but is not limited to: 
 

1. The individual’s illness, or illness of another household member which requires the 
individual’s presence. 

2. Household emergencies. 
3. Lack of transportation. 
4. The household did not receive notification to appear for an interview, provide em-

ployment information, etc. 
5. An individual cannot make satisfactory progress in an education program according 

to the ABE teacher and does not appear capable of earning an acceptable wage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
\ 
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SECTION VII: 

SNAP CORRECTIONS AND SANCTIONS  
 
 

A.   SNAP Over-Issuance and Collection 

 

During recertification, SNAP recipients will have to re-verify their income, medical expenses 
and personal loans. Recipients are required to report all other changes that may affect their eli-
gibility (household size, residency, etc.); these factors will not be visited during recertification. 
If a change occurs before an applicant’s recertification period, recipients are required to report 
changes within 10 days of the date the change becomes known to the household. If un-reported 
changes that affect eligibility are discovered, benefits may be terminated. This may include 
new, unreported income from federal programs such as social security or from employment. 
Anyone applying for food stamps after the expiration of the certification period will have their 
initial month of benefits prorated. 
 
When individuals fail to report changes, charges of food stamp overissuance or even fraud can 
occur. If the overissuance is unintended, it will be considered a non-fraud, or "inadvertent 
household error." Overissucances may be calculated by simply subtracting the amount of 
stamps that should have been received from the amount actually (or wrongly) received. House-
holds that do not report a new job or increased earnings may also be charged an additional pen-
alty by not including the 20 percent earned income deduction for which the household would 
qualify. 
 
If an individual has been unintentionally overissued food stamps but has a household member 
that is eligible or is him or herself still eligible for benefits, the amount is most likely to be paid 
back by decreasing the benefits s/he is eligible to receive each month until the amount owed is 
paid back. Similarly, individuals that owe overissuances may have them deducted from underis-
suances that the food stamp office owes them (this is called an “offset”). Overissuance can also 
be collected from individuals that are no longer receiving SNAP benefits by lump sum or in-
stallment payments. In both cases, the individual may even be able to pay back less than the 
amount owed by negotiating or settling the payment with the food stamp office. To see how an 
individual can qualify for reduced or waived repayments as well as the form by which to re-
quest a waiver or reduction, refer to Appendix C.I and Appendix C.II respectively. 
 
If overissuances become delinquent (or late), the food stamp office may acquire permission 
from a court to intercept unemployment compensation or it may refer the payment to the Treas-
ury Offset Program (TOP) for other collection methods allowed under Tennessee’s debt collec-
tion laws. The food stamp office may stop trying to collect an overissuance for a household that 
cannot be located or for claims that are less than $35 and go unpaid for more than 90 days; that 
are more than three years late; that are not cost-effective to pursue; or in which all adult mem-
bers of the household are deceased. 
 
Demand letters must be issued with an explanation of the type of overissuance (agency or 
household error) and the reason for the overissuance being claimed as well as information about 
the individual’s rights to a fair hearing. To learn more about fair hearing rights, refer to Section 
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VII.D. and Appendix B.VIII. The demand letter must be sent by the end of the quarter (3-month 
period) following the quarter in which the overissuance was discovered. When demand letters 
are issued for over-issuance payments, it is important to review the details of the letter and the 
attached allotment calculations for mistakes. In doing so, be sure that calculations are accurate 
and consistent with current eligibility factors. Error can and often does occur in food stamp 
cases due to the large number of caseloads for which each caseworker is repsonsible. Nonethe-
less, it is important for the advocate to be sympathetic to both parties when working to correct 
mistakes. 
 
Some common mistakes to look for include: 
 

1. Incorrect household size and corresponding deductions, such as excess shelter de-
duction. 

2. Incorrect months sighted for time of overissuance. An overissuance typically cannot 
begin until at least 30 days after an eligibility-affecting change has occurred. It may 
also help to confirm that the income was correctly counted backward or forward. 

3. Excess resources used in calculation that should have been excluded from the over-
issuance calculation or not counted at all due to categorical eligibility. 

4. The use of the gross income test or a shelter deduction limit in a household contain-
ing and elderly or disabled individual. 

 
 

B.   SNAP Fraud and Consequences 

 
Individuals that the food stamp office accuses of fraud should seek out a lawyer right away. Ad-
vocates should help an individual accused of fraud to find a lawyer. The individual should also 
be advised to avoid signing a waiver or making any statements to the food stamp office without 
first consulting a lawyer. Most waivers require repayment of overpaid or trafficked benefits but 
do not prevent the food stamp office from filing charges later. If the individual wants to sign the 
waiver to pay back benefits, s/he should do so without admitting to any of the facts since the 
food stamp office will have to prove its case at the hear-
ing in order to press charges. Because the food stamp of-
fice must decide whether to press charges before sending 
a waiver, an individual cannot be threatened with crimi-
nal prosecution for not signing the waiver. 
 
The food stamp office may choose to hold the case in an 
administrative disqualification hearing or a “civil” action 
court where it can file criminal fraud charges. In an ad-
ministrative disqualification hearing, the individual does 
not have to give any response or even be present at the hearing. S/he also has the right to review 
the food stamp office’s case, witnesses and evidence as well as to be represented at the hearing. 
In providing assistance as a lawyer to an individual’s disqualification hearing, remember that 
the food stamp office must show proof that the individual did or gave permission for the traf-
ficking despite knowing the rules. Consequently, it may help to consider ways to prove that the 
program violation was unintended, such as evidence of domestic violence or mental health is-
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sues. 
 
If a court finds an individual guilty of fraud in a criminal case, it may sentence an individual to 
fines or jail time as well as disqualification from the food stamp program. Dissimilarly, an ad-
ministrative hearing that finds an individual guilty will only require payback and disqualifica-
tion. Note that only the individuals who sign waivers or are convicted of intentional program 
violations (and not other household members) will be denied participation in the Food Stamp 
Program. The amount of time for a food stamp disqualification is: 
 

1. One year for the first violation; 
2. Two years for the second violation or for the first occasion of a finding by a Federal, 

State, or local court of the trading of coupons for a controlled substance; 
3. Permanently for the third violation or if convicted of trafficking in food stamp bene-

fits of $500 or more, or for the second occasion of a finding by a Federal, State or 
local court of the trading of coupons for a controlled substance, or for the first occa-
sion, based on a finding by a Federal, State or local court for food stamp trading; 

4. Ten years if found to have made a fraudulent statement or representation with re-
spect to identity and residence in order to receive multiple benefits simultaneously; 
or 

5. The length of time specified by a court of appropriate jurisdiction. If the court fails 
to impose a disqualification period, the state agency shall impose the disqualification 
penalties in 1.-5. above, unless the penalties are contrary to the court order. 

 
* Note that One or more intentional program violations, which occurred prior to April 1983, 
shall be considered as only one previous violation when determining the appropriate penalty 
to impose.  

 
Once a household member is disqualified for an intentional program violation, the Department 
shall impose allotment reduction as the means of restitution. The Department shall inform the 
household in writing of the disqualification penalties for intentional program violations each 
time it applies for program benefits. 
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SECTION VIII:  

APPEALS AND FAIR HEARINGS  
 

 

A.   Preliminary Rules and Procedures 

 
In most cases, the food stamps office must send a notice at least 10 days before benefits are in-
terrupted. Before an appeal is ever filed, a DHS staff member should respond to any dissatisfac-
tion a SNAP applicant voices about the actions or outcomes DHS 
has taken in response to his claim for benefits. DHS is charged 
with ensuring that all food stamp applicants are provided with as 
much assistance as is possible to ensure that all eligible clients are 
able to receive the appropriate amount of benefits in a timely 
manner.  The usual procedure is for the caseworker responsible 
for the action to talk with the aggrieved person and/or his repre-
sentative and make any adjustment that may be indicated, or else explain the reason for the ac-
tion and why it cannot be changed. This conference between the caseworker and applicant 
should contain all of the following procedures: 
 

• Reviewing with the client and/or his representative the facts at hand and allowing the 
individual to present new information regarding his circumstances or any changes since 
the action, and 

 
• Reviewing the policies in question and the correctness of their application to the individ-

ual’s situation and considering any relevant changes in agency policy or procedure that 
may have become effective since the date of the contested action. 
 

Should no resolution arise at the end of this conference, the applicant must be allowed to pre-
sent his full case to a supervisor who may agree with the caseworker or suggest some corrective 
action. If no agreement can be reached, the applicant has the right to file for an Appeal for a 
Fair Hearing. The county office must assist the individual in anyway necessary in filing the 
appeal. To learn about all of the steps involved in the appeals and hearings process, refer to Ap-
pendix B.I. 

 

 

B.   Filling an Appeal  

 
Once an appeal has been filed, staff from the Conciliation Unit of the Division of Appeals and 
Hearings will contact the household whenever possible to discuss the issue(s) of the appeal and 
review the facts at hand. The household will have the opportunity to present new information 
regarding their circumstances or any changes that may have occurred since the contested action. 
The Conciliation Unit will review the policies in question and the correctness of their applica-
tion in this instance, and will review any subsequent policy changes that may be pertinent to the 
issue. If agreement can be reached on the issue(s), the Conciliation Unit staff will take appropri-
ate action on the case, and the appellant will be given the option to withdraw his/her appeal for 
a fair hearing. However, if the issue(s) remain unresolved, the appeal will be allowed to move 
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forward.  
 
The same circumstances which may precipitate a complaint may be the basis of an appeal, if the 
grievance has not been resolved through the conference procedure outlined above, or if the ap-
plicant/recipient does not wish to discuss his/her grievance with local staff. The individual or 
his or her representative may also question the Department’s interpretations of the law and the 
validity and applicability of the policies promulgated under the law if s/he is aggrieved by their 
application to his/her situation.  
 
If the applicant/recipient is infirm or incompetent, his legally appointed guardian or conserva-
tor, his spouse, or another close relative or a non-relative who has 
previously represented him in his claim for assistance or would 
normally do so may be accepted as his representative in filing an 
appeal. Otherwise, any person who asks to appeal on behalf of the 
individual will be asked to obtain the applicant’s/recipient’s writ-
ten statement that s/he wishes to designate him/her as his/her rep-
resentative, unless that person is an attorney licensed to practice 
law in Tennessee, who has been asked by the client to be represent him/her. The household 
should be advised of legal services that are available to provide representation at the hearing. 
 
If the individual making the request speaks a language other than English, the agency shall en-
sure that the hearing procedures are verbally explained in that language. 
 
 

C.   Withdrawing an Appeal  

 
The appellant may withdraw his/her appeal at any time during the hearing process. This is to be 
done in the individual’s own choice of words and handwriting, if at all possible. If he or she 
wishes to withdraw but is not willing to sign the withdrawal form, the worker can complete it 
and attach the appellant’s statement. The withdrawal form can be found in Appendix B.IV. If 
Withdrawal of Complaint is received first by the DHS office, it shall be mailed on the day it is 
received, if possible, or on the first working day, if not. Copies will be distributed to: 
 

1. Appellant and/or his representative  
2. District Program Director  
3. Director of Intake and Conciliation (by fax) 
4. County Office 
5. Civil Rights/Title VI Coordinator, if discrimination is the issue (by fax) 

 
 

D.   Fair Hearing Rights  

 
If a SNAP applicant continues to disagree with a decision made by the local DHS office about 
the SNAP benefits for which s/he has applied, s/he has the right to take these grievances up 
with the State Office by filling an appeal for a fair hearing. The right to appeal for a hearing 
should be discussed with applicants or recipients at each interview for application or recertifica-
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tion of eligibility. During this discussion, an information sheet on Fair Hearings must also be 
provided to the applicant or recipient. The Fair Hearings Information Sheet can be found in Ap-
pendix B.VIII. The information sheet will also be included with each notice of approval, denial, 
increase or decrease. The telephone number for free legal assistance is also printed on each no-
tice. 
 
The applicant is allowed to request a hearing for any action made by DHS, including disagree-
ment with a denial, termination and/or reduction of food stamp benefits, within the previous 
ninety (90) days. A household may request a fair hearing to dispute its current level of benefits 
at any time within a food stamp certification period. DHS staff must allow the applicant to com-
plete an Appeal for Fair Hearing form at any time. A hearing may be requested by a clear ex-
pression of dissatisfaction, oral or written, from the applicant/recipient or his or her representa-
tive. Though both oral and written requests are accepted, the applicant or his or her representa-
tive will be asked to complete and sign the Appeal for Fair Hearing. 
 
The appellant or his or her representative must be given adequate opportunity to examine all 
documents and records to be used at the hearing at a reasonable time before the date of the hear-
ing as well as during the hearing. The contents of the case, including the application form and 
documented verifications used by the Department to establish the appellant’s eligibility and 
benefit level must be made available. However, confidential information, such as names of indi-
viduals who have disclosed information about the appellant without his or her knowledge or the 
nature or status of pending criminal prosecutions, is protected from release. Confidential infor-
mation that is protected from release and other documents or records, which the appellant will 
not otherwise have an opportunity to contest or challenge, shall not be introduced at the hearing 
or affect the hearing official’s decision. If requested by the appellant or his representative, the 
Department shall provide a free copy of the portions of the case that are relevant to the hearing. 
 
During the hearing, the appellant or his representative has the right to: 
 

1.    Examine all documents and records used at the hearing; 
2.    Present the case or have it presented by a legal counselor or other person; 
3.    Bring witnesses; 
4.    Advance arguments without undue interference; 
5.    Question or refute any testimony or evidence, including an opportunity to confront 

and cross-examine adverse witnesses; 
6. Submit evidence to establish all pertinent facts and circumstances in the case. 

 
 

E.   Fair Hearing Procedures 

 
The Case Preparation Unit will schedule the hearing and send a written notification of the date, 
time and location of the hearing to the appellant. This letter can be found in Appendix B.VII. 
The hearing will be held at one of the seven hearing sites located across the state. However, if 
the appellant is unable to come to the hearing site, the hearing may be held in his home, or an-
other mutually convenient place, or by telephone. Advance written notice will be provided to all 
parties participating in the hearing at least ten days prior to the hearing unless the appellant re-
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quests less advance notice in order to expedite the scheduling. The letter to the appellant sched-
uling the hearing will provide the following information: 
 

1. Time, date, place, and nature of the hearing. 
2. A statement of the legal authority under which the hearing is held, including a reference 

to the particular sections of the statutes and rules involved. 
3. A short and plain statement of the matter(s) asserted. The notice will define the issue(s) 

and will refer to detailed statements of the matter(s) involved. 
4. Information about hearing procedures. 
5. The appellant’s option to present his case or to be represented by a lawyer or   another 

authorized person. 
6. The appellant’s right to inspect the files of the agency with respect to the matter under 

appeal and to copy there from. 
7. The appellant’s right to present written evidence and testimonies and to bring witnesses 

and members of his family to the hearing. 
 
Copies of the notice of hearing and subsequent correspondence will be distributed to: 
 

1. the district program director,  
2. the Hearing File,  
3. the appellant’s representative, if s/he has one, 
4. the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer,  
5. and the Department’s Office of General Counsel, if a staff attorney is representing the 

county office. 
 
Hearings procedures may vary in some specific cases due to time constraints or the reason for 
the hearing. The Department shall expedite hearing requests from food stamp households such 
as migrant farm workers who plan to move from the State before the hearing decision would 
normally be reached. Group hearings may be conducted where the sole issue is one of State or 
Federal law, regulations or policy.  
 
The Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer will conduct the hearing, which will not be 
open to the public except with the consent of the appellant. The county office shall be repre-
sented by the Case Preparation Unit staff and other Department staff, as indicated by the situa-
tion. District and State Office staff may be included as needed. Investigative Services will be 
represented if possible where a special investigation was involved in the action being appealed. 
Friends or relatives of the appellant may attend the hearing if the appellant so chooses. How-
ever, the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer shall have the authority to limit the number 
of persons in attendance at the hearing if space limitations exist.  
 
To learn about all of the steps involved in the appeals and hearings process, refer to Appendix 
B.I.   
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F.   Hearing Reconsideration and Judicial Review 

 

Written notice of the right to petition for reconsideration and/or appeal the hearing outcome or 
“Initial Order” is to accompany the initial order mailed to the parties. The letter of Initial Order 
can be found in Appendix B.XI. A petition for appeal from an Initial Order must be filed with 
the Commissioner or his/her designated representative within fifteen (15) days after entry of an 
initial order. Also, any party may, within fifteen (15) days after entry of an initial order, file a 
petition for reconsideration with the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer stating the spe-
cific grounds upon which relief is requested. If an initial order is subject to both a timely peti-
tion for reconsideration and appeal, the petition for reconsideration shall be disposed of first, 
and a new fifteen (15) day period shall start to run upon disposition of the petition for reconsid-
eration. Sample letters of Notice of Received Petition for Reconsideration and Notice of Re-
ceived Appeal can be found in Appendix B.XII. and X.III. respectively.  
 
A person who is aggrieved by a final decision in a fair hearing has the right to request judicial 
review. Proceedings for review are instituted by filing a petition for review in a chancery court 
of Tennessee having jurisdiction and within sixty (60) days after the hearing decision by the 
Commissioner. Advocates should help individuals in these situations to find a lawyer.  

 

 

G.   Missed Hearings 

 

If the appellant does not appear at the hearing, the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer 
will issue an Order of Default/Abandonment, which allows the appellant to establish good 
cause for his/her failure to appear at the scheduled hearing. The letter sent out notifying a client 
that s/he has missed the hearing can be found in Appendix B.IX. 
 

1. If the appellant does not respond within 15 days, the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing 
Officer will consider the appeal abandoned by the appellant and a Final Order will be 
entered. 

2. If the appellant does respond timely, the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer will 
determine if s/he had good cause for failing to come to the hearing. 

3. If the appellant wishes to continue with the appeal and has good cause for failing to at-
tend the hearing, the Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer will schedule another 
hearing by Order of Continuance. 

4. The appellant will be notified that the appeal has been dismissed if the appellant does 
not have a satisfactory reason for failing to appear for the original, or the rescheduled, 
hearing. 

 
 

H.   Appeals and Hearings Timeline 

 
The date a hearing is first requested, orally or in writing, shall be considered the filing date of 
the appeal. If the request was received by telephone or the appellant refuses to sign the Appeal 
for Fair Hearing even though s/he has clearly asked to appeal, the Department shall, without 
waiting for the client’s signature, initiate the processing of the appeal. Copies of the Appeal for 
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the Fair Hearing form shall be distributed on the date the hearing is requested or the next work-
ing day thereafter. The county office will fax the Appeal for Fair Hearing, to the Director of In-
take and Conciliation on the day it is received. The appellant may mail the form himself if s/he 
prefers to do so. An acknowledgement letter will also be mailed to the appellant and/or his/her 
representative. 
 
The appeal must apply to a loss of or cut in benefits within the previous 
90 days. Once an appeal has been filed, the Department shall offer 
agency conferences to households who wish to contest a denial of expe-
dited service within a minimum of two days, unless the applicant re-
quests a later date. If agreement is reached in this conference, the hear-
ing must still be held unless the recipient submits a request for with-
drawal from the hearing. 
 
If the appeal takes place within ten (10) days, the participant’s federal assistance may be con-

tinued pending the hearing decision if the household’s certification period has not expired, 

unless the household specifically waives the continuation of its benefits. Good cause for delay 
may be considered on a case-by-case basis when a request for continued benefits mailed by the 
appellant or his/her representative is received by DHS following the end of the 10th day. Once 
benefits are continued or reinstated, they cannot be cancelled before receipt of the hearing out-
come unless: 
 

1. A mass change or an individual change affecting the appellant’s eligibility occurs 
without request for address on the new issue within 10 days time. 

2. The certification period expires. 
3. The Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer makes a preliminary determination 

that the appeal is invalid. 
 
The maximum time limit for processing appeals is sixty (60) days for the Food Stamp Program, 
except when the hearing is delayed because of: 
 

1. illness of the appellant, or  
2. delay in obtaining medical evidence because of circumstances beyond the control of 

the appellant or the Department. 
 
Within sixty (60) days of the receipt of a request for a fair hearing for the Food Stamp Program, 
the agency shall assure that the hearing is conducted, a decision is reached, and the household 
and county office are notified of the decision. This time limit may be extended only if the Food 
Stamp household has requested a postponement of the scheduled hearing. In this event, the time 
limit is extended for as many days as the hearing is postponed, not to exceed thirty (30) days. 
(Note: The time limit cannot be extended if a postponement is necessitated by the agency.) The 
time limits specified above apply to the period extending from the date the original request is 
received by the Department until the date of the decision and the adjustment of the claim. 
 
Appeals will be accepted only if they are filed within the above time limits unless good cause 
can be shown as to why the appeal could not be filed within the prescribed limits. Good cause 
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for delay will be considered on a case-by-case basis when a request for continued benefits mailed by the appel-
lant or his/her representative is received in a DHS office following the 10th day after the notice of adverse ac-
tion is mailed. The Commissioner or a designee will approve any extension of time under this section after the 
appellant has demonstrated good cause that explains why s/he could not file within the prescribed time limits. 
 
The time limits shall be computed by excluding the first day and including the last, unless the last day is a Sat-
urday, a Sunday, or a legal holiday, and then it shall also be excluded. If the 10th day or the 90th day falls on a 
legal holiday or weekend, the next working day may be considered as falling within the time limit. If the client 
requests a fair hearing, it cannot be delayed or cancelled without the consent of the client or his/her representa-
tive because of a review by the county office or the Conciliation Unit.  
 
If an appellant wishes to appeal an Administrative Law Judge/Hearing Officer’s final decision, s/he has the 
right to request a judicial review. (For more information, see Section VII.F.) However, this sort of appeal goes 
beyond the aid of a Community Food Advocate, requiring instead the assistance of a Legal Services attorney.   
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