COMMUNITY ACTION

SHRINKING THE POVERTY LINE FAQS

The following is a set of FAQs issued by the Coalition on Human Needs, lightly edited to address the needs
of the Community Action network.

1. W
 HAT CHANGE IS THE ADMINISTRATION CONSIDERING?
On May 6, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) issued a notice requesting comments on
changing the methodology for updating the federal poverty line for inflation. The notice floats the idea
of updating the Census Bureau’s poverty thresholds using an alternative, lower measure of inflation than
the traditional Consumer Price Index (known as the CPI-U) — either the “chained” CPI or the Personal
Consumption Expenditures Price Index. This would result in lower poverty thresholds, with the gap
between the current and proposed methodology increasing each year.

2. H
 OW WOULD THE PROPOSAL AFFECT LOW- AND MODERATE-INCOME PEOPLE?
Each year the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) puts out poverty guidelines, which are
the basis for program eligibility and/or benefits in many health care, nutrition, and other basic assistance
programs. Because the HHS poverty guidelines are based directly on the Census Bureau’s poverty
thresholds, the proposed change would lower the income-eligibility cutoffs for all of these programs,
cutting or eliminating assistance to some individuals and families.
The policy’s impact would be small at first but would grow each year. For example, by the tenth year,
millions of people would lose eligibility for, or receive less help from, health and nutrition programs:
•S
 ignificant numbers of low-income households, primarily in working families, would lose eligibility
for programs that rely on the HHS poverty guidelines for eligibility, including Head Start, LIHEAP,
Weatherization, and federal nutrition assistance programs including SNAP, WIC, and free school
meals.
•H
 undreds of thousands of seniors and people with disabilities would lose or receive less help
from Medicare’s Part D Low-Income Subsidy, meaning they would pay higher premiums for drug
coverage and pay more out of pocket for prescription drugs.
•H
 undreds of thousands of children and adults would lose comprehensive coverage through
Medicaid or CHIP.
•M
 illions of ACA marketplace consumers would receive lower premium tax credits, meaning they
would pay higher premiums.

3. W
 OULD THE CHANGE MAKE THE POVERTY LINE MORE ACCURATE?
No. The Administration’s claim that the alternative indices would be appropriate for adjusting the poverty
line because they more accurately measure inflation has several flaws:
•T
 he poverty line is already below what is needed to raise a family. Research has identified many
ways in which it is inadequate; for example, it doesn’t take into account the full costs of lowincome families’ basic necessities, and largely excludes some necessities that have become more
important in families’ budgets in recent decades like child care. High rates of hardship among
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families with incomes just above the poverty line provide more evidence of its inadequacy. The
Administration proposal, by ignoring all other issues and making a single change that would further
lower the poverty line, would make the poverty line less accurate.
•S
 tudies suggest that costs may rise more rapidly for low-income households than for the
population as a whole. This means that adjusting the poverty line — meant to equal the level of
income needed for families to be able to afford the basics — by a lower measure of inflation
would make the poverty line more out-of-touch with families’ true expenses each year.

4. W HAT’S THE NEXT STEP IN THE ADMINISTRATION’S PROCESS?
For now, OMB is seeking comments on the possible change. Comments are due June 21 and can be
submitted here. After that, it’s not clear whether the Administration will undertake any additional process;
it might just try to implement a change through OMB guidance, rather than seek additional comments
and issue a regulation.
Comments opposing the change are important. Comments – along with statements, analyses, op-eds,
and social media efforts – help draw attention to the issue. The comments themselves also create a
record that agencies generally have to show they’ve appropriately considered before taking action to
implement the policy change; otherwise, the courts may judge their actions “arbitrary and capricious.”
Thoughtful, meaty comments from a range of sectors and perspectives are the priority, rather than a
huge volume of
comments.

5. W
 HAT KINDS OF ISSUES SHOULD THE COMMENTS ADDRESS?
It’s useful to submit comments that directly address the Administration’s argument for the change. They
don’t necessarily have to address the technical merits of different inflation measures; instead, they could
explain why the current measure falls short of what families need to make ends meet, so lowering it over
time would make it less accurate.
It’s also useful to submit comments addressing the potential impact on programs and people, but the
framing of these comments is important. OMB’s notice specifies that it is not seeking comment on how
its proposal would affect the poverty guidelines that HHS develops and that govern the eligibility limits in
programs like Medicaid. This shows that the agency is considering making a change that would affect
millions of people without even considering those effects. So instead of giving OMB the comments it
directly said it doesn’t want, we suggest framing a discussion of these programmatic impacts in the
following way:
“Because you said you were not seeking comment on the impact of changing the HHS poverty
guidelines, we are not commenting on that issue. However, were you to consider moving forward
with a change to the thresholds that affects the guidelines, it would be imperative to first undertake
in-depth research and analysis, and solicit public comments, regarding…..” This could be followed
by an extended discussion of the types of impacts the Administration would need to analyze and
consider, such as the number of individuals losing assistance, the impact of the loss of assistance
on those individuals as well as on service providers, how the impacts would grow over time, etc.,
without indicating what such analyses would show. The onus should be on the federal government
to conduct these kinds of extensive analyses before suggesting a policy change that would harm
large numbers of people.
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6. H OW CAN THE COMMUNITY ACTION NETWORK WEIGH IN ON THE PROPOSAL?
CAAs, state associations, and state CSBG offices can submit comments on the notice. Comments are due
by June 21, 2019 and can be submitted here on Regulations.gov.
Stay tuned for template comments from the National Partners with additional sample text that CAAs,
state associations, state CSBG offices, and their partners can use to prepare comments on the notice. We
strongly encourage you to personalize your comments with your perspective to maximize the impact of
your comment.
The Coalition on Human Needs has issued a guide for writing a detailed, high-quality comment (available
here). This step-by-step guide allows you to copy and paste sample language on the consumer price
index, how a different index will hurt those who depend on assistance, and what better alternatives we
can use to determine eligibility. It also provides sample text for how the change would affect programs
relevant to CAAs, including Head Start, LIHEAP, Weatherization, WIOA Youth Programs, and SNAP/food
stamps.
Send NCAF a copy of your submitted comment (info@ncaf.org).

7. A
 RE THERE ANY ADDITIONAL RESOURCES ON THE PROPOSAL TO SHRINK THE
POVERTY LINE?
Here are a few additional resources:
•N
 CAF has submitted comments on the proposed change that you can review and use, which can
be accessed here
•F
 rom the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Poverty Line Proposal Would Cut Medicaid,
Medicare, and Premium Tax Credits, Causing Millions to Lose or See Reduced Benefits Over Time
•F
 rom the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, an infographic showing some of the many health,
nutrition, and other basic assistance programs that would be affected by the proposed change
•F
 rom the Georgetown University Health Policy Institute for Children and Families, Trump
Administration Proposes to Make Many Fewer Low-Income Individuals and Families Eligible for
Medicaid and CHIP Over Time
•F
 rom the National Women’s Law Center, Redefining Poverty Doesn’t Put Food on the Table or Pay
for Critical Health Care
• From the Center for American Progress, Trump’s Plan to Lower Poverty by Redefining It, Explained
•F
 rom the Philadelphia Inquirer, Trump Administration Mulling Change to how Poverty is Calculated,
Possibly Cutting Aid for Those who Need it
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