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T
he Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP), known as CalFresh
in California, is a federal safety net

program that provides nutrition assistance
to low-income families. The program issues
need-based electronic benefit transfers that
can be used to purchase food at grocery
stores and markets.

Eligibility

Eligibility for CalFresh benefits has two (relevant)
main components: (1) a restriction on total house-
hold income, and (2) specific immigration status
requirements.1 Generally, if a household meets these
requirements they are eligible for CalFresh, and bene-
fits are calculated as described in the previous section.
In the following sections, I discuss the specific income
and immigration status eligibility requirements of
SNAP, focusing on the relevant ones for agricultural
laborers.2

1There is also a resource limit, however most households are
not subject to it. More details on households that are
subject to the resource limit can be found at the CalFresh
website: http://www.calfresh.ca.gov/Pg841.htm

2There are additional specific requirements (e.g. work re-
quirements) and special cases related to applicants with
household members who are elderly or disabled that are
not immediately relevant for the agricultural labor popula-
tion. More information on these additional stipulations for
CalFresh are available through the CalFresh Regulations:
http://www.calfresh.ca.gov/PG845.htm

Income

The income test for CalFresh benefits has two com-
ponents: gross and net income tests. The gross
income test is straightforward— households meet
this requirement if their total monthly income is at
or below 130% of the poverty line for their household
size. If households meet the gross income test, then
the net income test is also computed. The house-
hold’s monthly net income must be at or below 100%
of the poverty line for the household size; where
net income= gross income– deductions. Some rele-
vant deductions for the net income test are shown
in table 1. The current gross and net income tests
for CalFresh applicants are shown in the Program
Income Eligibility Guidelines Sheet.

CalFresh recipients are expected to report any
changes to their income or other relevant circum-
stances (e.g. household size) within 10 days of the
adjustment. In addition, the program requires house-
holds to submit a Semi-Annual Reporting form once
a year, followed by a recertification form 6 months
later. These forms require households to submit an
income statement from all income earned in the rele-
vant report month, as well as medical and dependent
care expenses.

Immigration Status

Generally, citizens and lawfully-present permanent
residents are eligible for CalFresh benefits. Immi-
grants who are lawfully-present permanent residents
(green card holders) must additionally meet one of
the following conditions to be eligible for CalFresh
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Table 1: Deductions for Net Income Calculations

Deduction Type Deduction Amount Description

Earned Income 20% e.g. Wages and salaries

Standard Deduction

$155 HH size 1-3

Deduction allowed per person per month
$168 HH size 4
$197 HH size 5
$226 HH size 6+

Excess Shelter
Any shelter cost
in excess of 50%
of HH income

Cannot exceed maximum (currently $504).
Excess of HH income after earned income and
standard deductions

Homeless Shelter Maximum $143
Available to homeless persons who are not
receiving free shelter for entire month

Standard Utility Maximum $385 HH that incurs utility costs

Limited Utility Maximum $118
For households that incur at least two
separate utility costs

benefits:

1. Have lived in the country for 5 years

2. Are receiving disability-related assistance or ben-
efits, regardless of entry date

3. Are under 18 years old

Relevant to the agricultural workforce, those who
are not eligible for CalFresh benefits include: (i) ille-
gal immigrants, (ii) temporary agricultural workers
(H-2A visa holders), (iii) students, and (iv) lawful
residents who have not lived in the U.S. for 5 years.
In the case of (iv), these applicants are eligible for the
California Food Assistance Program (CFAP), which
provides the same program benefits, but is instead
funded through the state. Households that contain
some eligible members (i.e. citizens and green card
holders) and some ineligible (i.e. (i)-(v) above) are
considered mixed-status households.

The SNAP/CalFresh income and benefit calcula-
tions have an interesting adjustment for mixed-status
households, called income pro-rating. In this process,
income from ineligible household members is divided
equally among all household members. Then, to
determine CalFresh benefits, the number of house-
hold members is counted as the number of eligible
household members. After the income pro-rating,
all but the ineligible members share is counted as

income for the household of eligible members.3 This
system of pro-rating income effectively raises the es-
timated income of the eligible household members,
so a mixed-status household near the threshold of
the income eligibility cut-off will likely not be eligible
for CalFresh after these income pro-ration adjust-
ments. This same pro-rated income is what is used
in the benefits calculations as well for these house-
holds, so it additionally lowers the benefit amounts
to mixed-status households.

Program Benefits

The primary benefit to SNAP is the monthly elec-
tronic payment that recipients can spend on most
food items in grocery stores. The size of these
monthly allotments are determined by the total
household income and the number of household mem-
bers. In California, CalFresh benefits are made avail-
able over the first ten days of every month, with
participants receiving their benefits on the same
day every month. The benefits are calculated by
subtracting 30% of net monthly income from the
USDA maximum monthly allotment. The maximum
monthly allotment is updated annually by the USDA

3More information on income calculations and treat-
ment of mixed-status households can be found at:
http://www.cdss.ca.gov/calfreshoutreach/res/

Toolkit/QuickReference/RegulationQuickReference_

F_UniqueHouseholdComposition.pdf
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to account for changing food prices, and is periodi-
cally revised to include different bundles of food (the
last revision was in 2006).4 The maximum monthly
allotments for October 1, 2015 through September
30, 2016 are shown in the Program Benefits Sheet.
So, as an example, a household of 4 people with a
net income of $1000 will receive monthly benefits of:
649 − .3 · 1000 = $349.

In addition to these electronic benefit transfers,
CalFresh recipients are able to utilize SNAP-Ed,
which is an educational resource intended to im-
prove the likelihood that eligible participants make
healthy food and lifestyle choices with a limited bud-
get. However, the primary benefit to CalFresh is
clearly the monthly benefit transfer.

Additional Resources

Basic guidelines on SNAP eligibility and benefits
can be found on the USDA’s Food and Nutrition
Service website:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/eligibility

More details on SNAP eligibility for non– citizens
can be found at:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/

files/Non-Citizen_Guidance_063011.pdf

Specific details on the California SNAP program
(CalFresh) can be found at the California Depart-
ment of Social Services:
http://www.dss.cahwnet.gov/foodstamps/

More specific details on CalFresh eligibility and
benefits for non-citizens in California can be found
on the website for Legal Services of Northern
California:
http://calfresh.lsnc.net

4For more information on how these maximum monthly al-
lotments are determined see: Andrea Carlson, Mark Lino,
and WenYen Juan, et al., Thrifty Food Plan, 2006.
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