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May 25, 2023

Dear Members of Congress:

On behalf of the Southern Poverty Law Center and the SPLC Action Fund, we write to urge
Congress to pass a debt ceiling or negotiated budget legislation that fully funds and protects key
anti-poverty programs that assist low-income people and does not impose stringent requirements
that would push people further into poverty.

As a public interest advocacy organization working in the Deep South, the Southern Poverty
Law Center seeks to eliminate the systemic economic inequity and persistent racial wealth
disparities that disproportionately impact Black, indigenous, and other people of color by
expanding access to opportunity and eradicating racial economic inequality. Our focus states,
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, and Florida have some of the highest poverty rates,
highest hunger rates, lowest literacy rate, and worst health outcomes in the country.! Access to
critical federal assistance programs is essential as the South continues to recover from the
devastating effects of the pandemic that exacerbated the existing racial inequities and disparities
in health care, nutrition, education, housing, and other basic needs. In a country with significant
wealth disparities, cutting benefits of those least able to afford the life sustaining necessities to
survive is unconscionable.

We are deeply concerned by some of the recent proposed cuts, caps, and restrictions to safety net
programs that would deprive people of basic human needs:

SNAP: Nationwide, approximately 12.6% of Americans participate in the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). In our focus states, SNAP participation is higher than the
nation, with Louisiana having the second highest rate with 19.5% of Louisianians participating in
SNAP.? Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana are among the five states with the highest child hunger
rates, and Georgia and Florida are 9" and 11", respectively.® A plethora of evidence shows that
SNAP reduces poverty and improves health outcomes and economic security, especially for
children.* SNAP already limits people aged 18 to 49 to three months of assistance every three
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years unless they are working, in a work training program, or qualify for limited exceptions.®
Harsher requirements will not stop people from needing food, it would just force them to live
without. Congress should fully fund nutrition assistance and reject any efforts to undermine
access to SNAP, including additional time limits and restrictions.

Medicaid: The Medicaid program provides health care coverage for one in five Americans-
allowing millions of people to have access to life-saving prescriptions, complex medical
treatments, preventive services, long-term care, and other essential health care. Medicaid is also
vital to maternal health since women make up a majority of adults covered by Medicaid and the
program covers 40% of births in the U.S., including 65% of births among Black women.® Black
women suffer more from pregnancy related deaths, preterm births, low birthweight or births for
which they received late or no prenatal care compared to white women, leading to markedly
higher mortality rates of their infants.”

Our Deep South states have some of the worst health outcome in the U.S. Mississippi, Alabama,
and Louisiana are ranked the worst health care systems in the country, and Georgia and Florida
are close behind ranking 43rd and 40th.2 For maternal mortality rates, Alabama has the third
highest state in country, Mississippi is 6th, Louisiana is 7th, Georgia is 8th, and Florida ranks
17th.° A huge number of people, especially people of color, in our focus states are unable to
afford health care coverage, in part because the Deep South, with the exception of Louisiana, has
not expanded Medicaid eligibility. More than two million adults are uninsured and in the
coverage gap where their incomes are below the poverty line, but they cannot get coverage
because their state has not adopted ACA Medicaid Expansion.'® People of color make up about
60% of this coverage gap.

Failing to increase funding to Medicaid would further push low-income people into poverty and
create sicker communities.'* COVID-19 is still present and evolving. Considering the disparate
impact infections and deaths have had on communities of color, cutting off access and funding to
health care coverage when these communities need care would only increase existing health
inequities. Furthermore, Medicaid work requirements that rely on false racist, sexist, and classist
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assumptions that people receiving benefits do not work would simply eliminate coverage for a
large population of people without any impact on the employment outcomes.*? Instead, these
cruel and unnecessary requirements would eliminate access to life-saving health care for the
most vulnerable people, including people with disabilities and other serious health needs.*3
Congress must protect Medicaid funding and access, including blocking harmful Medicaid work
requirements.

TANE: Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) provides cash support and services to
families struggling to afford basic needs such as housing, clothing, and personal hygiene
products such as diapers. Research shows that providing cash to families can positively impact
children’s health and educational outcomes.* The TANF program is already severely limited
with work requirements.*® Increasing the administrative burdens created by paperwork and work
requirements for families in need as proposed in the debt ceiling negotiations, could lead to
540,000 families with very low incomes, including approximately 1 million children, losing cash
assistance.'® And despite many eligible families living well below the poverty line needing this
income support, the amount of TANF cash assistance provided is still not enough to meet the
basic needs- with the average monthly cash benefit levels at or below 60% of the poverty line,
and below 14% in Mississippi, for example.t” The proposals to take away cash assistance from
families living well below the poverty line would further place families at risk of hunger,
homelessness, and involvement in the child welfare system.*8

NDD: Non-defense discretionary (NDD) appropriations support a wide range of public services
for low-income communities in the South, including housing, home energy assistance, education,
childcare, health care food assistance, workforce training, rural development programs, and
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more. For example, proposed cuts to Housing Choice Vouchers would raise housing costs for the
estimated 16 million low-income households that rely on rental assistance programs. These
programs help reduce homelessness and helps families move out of poverty and improve social
determinants for health.*® Nationwide, there is a severe shortage in affordable homes for renters
with extremely low incomes, and Florida has the second highest number of extreme low-income
renter households with severe cost burdens.?’ Additionally, the attempts to slash Head Start and
child care supports could jeopardize the education of approximately 200,000 children from low-
income families and make it more difficult for parents to retain employment.?* About one third
of Head Start children attend programs located in Southern states.?? And a higher percentage of
Head start children in southern states are Black and in families with lower incomes than Head
Start children nationwide. Also, the latest appropriation bill proposed a 12 percent to funding for
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) would be
devastating to the 5 million pregnant and postpartum participants and young children under 5
who need these funds to purchase food.?® Four of our five focus states already have coverage
rates below the state average, with Louisiana and Georgia having rates significantly lower.?* Any
cuts or caps to NDD on appropriations would cause significant harm to communities in the South
already struggling to make ends meet.

Lastly, as Congress considers budget and debt ceiling legislation, it should maintain support to
the COVID relief funds already promised to States that are still attempting to deliver much
needed relief to individuals recovering from the devastating impacts of the pandemic.

Thank you for your consideration of our concerns. We urge you to finalize a debt ceiling
proposal that does not add new restrictions and does not renege on this country’s commitments.
Instead, it should bolster funding to critical federal income security programs that protect people
from plunging deeper into poverty and reject cruel efforts to take away necessary support or
impose harsh burdens on people who need assistance. Please contact our federal policy
eradicating poverty team if you have any questions.
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