FPWA

Department of Homeland Security
20 Massachusetts Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20529-2140

December 19, 2025

Re: DHS Docket No. USCIS- 2025-0304, RIN 1615-AD06, Comments in Response to Proposed Rulemaking:
Inadmissibility on Public Charge Grounds

Dear Secretary Noem,

The Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies (FPWA) submits these comments in strong opposition to
the Department of Homeland Security’s proposed Rule “Public Charge Ground of Inadmissibility.” The
proposed rule will harm local economies and businesses that benefit from the infusion of spending from
safety net programs and the economic activity these programs generate, while also creating substantial
confusion and fear among immigrant families and deter them from participating in critical support
programs that have wide social and economic benefits.

FPWA is a leading anti-poverty, social policy and advocacy organization dedicated to strengthening faith
institutions and human services organizations and advancing economic opportunity and justice for New
Yorkers with low incomes. For more than 100 years, FPWA has driven groundbreaking policy reforms to
better serve those in need and strengthened the capacity of human services agencies and faith institutions
to serve the community. Our nearly 170 faith-based and human services agency members provide vital
services to their communities ranging from child care and early education to services for older adults and
food pantries. We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the proposed rule.

As the founder and co-chair of the National True Cost of Living Coalition, FPWA commissioned the Urban
Institute to develop a first-in-the-nation True Cost of Economic Security (TCES) measure.!? This research
revealed that across the nation, 52 percent of people—and 54 percent of New Yorkers*—are economically
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insecure, meaning they do not have the resources necessary to meet this comprehensive set of regular
household costs, set aside savings both for future planning and for short-term emergencies, and manage
debt. More, economic mobility has declined* and wages have stagnated,’ leaving economic security out
of reach for most New Yorkers.

While we build toward a New York in which everyone lives with economic security, we advocate in
particular for a variety of policies to support the needs of New Yorkers with low and extremely low
incomes. This includes but is not limited to ensuring an equitable system of income supports, such as the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP), the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), and
health insurance programs like Medicaid.

Research shows that income support programs not only yield significant positive impacts on adults,
children, and communities, but they also yield significant economic benefits and cost-savings to federal,
state, and local governments. For example, studies show that SNAP reduces poverty® and food insecurity’
and enhances educational advancement, especially among children.® But SNAP also has been shown to
yield macroeconomic benefits: USDA estimates that every $5 in SNAP benefits generates $9 in economic
activity. Similarly, WIC reduces household food insecurity in recipient households with children under 5
years old by at least 20 percent® and WIC enrollment and utilization during pregnancy are associated with
improved birth outcomes, including lower risk of preterm birth, low birth weight, and perinatal death.!
Further, every $1 in prenatal WIC services saves about $2.48 in medical, educational, and productivity
costs over a newborn’s lifetime.!? These programs also effectively respond to economic downturns, swiftly
injecting spending into local economies and supporting businesses during periods of financial stress while
providing immediate relief to families facing financial hardship.
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For individuals and families earning low wages and those currently left out of the labor market, safety net
programs provide essential resources. They support individuals and families in meeting their day-to-day
needs and caring for themselves and their children. They also help individuals and families manage
challenging circumstances in their lives, whether it be caring for aging adults or children with disabilities,
experiencing domestic violence, or navigating their own illnesses, injuries, or disabilities. Research shows
that four out of five Americans will experience at least one year of significant financial instability or rely
on public assistance during their working years.'® Over a lifetime, about 70 percent of Americans will need
to turn to the safety net at some point.* Thus, public benefits are not a niche resource for a small minority
but rather are critical supports that reach the vast majority of individuals and families, especially when
they face unexpected financial hardships.

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has acknowledged that public benefits “play a significant
role” in helping individuals work, attend school, and maintain their health.> DHS’s own 2018 analysis,
based on a far narrower proposal, warned that disenrollment from public benefits by eligible immigrants
could result in worse health outcomes, greater use of emergency rooms due to delayed medical care,
higher uncompensated care costs, increased spread of communicable diseases, higher rates of poverty
and housing instability, and reduced productivity and educational attainment.'® These harms would be
significantly magnified under the current proposal, which is far more expansive. DHS now estimates that
at least 446,664 individuals, many of them children, would lose access to SNAP due to disenrollment!’—
which is likely an underestimation given the proposal’s broad and undefined scope. The rule also does not
provide an analysis of the effects on programs such as WIC or School Meals. Participating in the Child
Nutrition Programs has never been a factor in public charge considerations; however, it is very likely that
families who are eligible will refuse to participate in these vital nutrition programs due to fear of public
charge determinations.

If the proposed rule were to be adopted, families across New York and the nation—whether citizens, lawful
permanent residents, or immigrants with lawful status—would face challenges understanding whether
accessing benefits might jeopardize their own immigration status or that of a loved one. Not only this, but
the government agencies, social service providers, and community organizations that administer and/or
assist individuals in applying for safety net programs would lack clear guidance on how to interpret the
rule and/or how to advise the individuals and families they serve. This would further strain the already
overextended networks of providers and community organizations.

For nearly two decades, U.S. immigration officials have explicitly reassured immigrant families that
participation in programs like SNAP, WIC, the Child Nutrition Programs, and other means-tested, non-cash
benefits would not affect their ability to become lawful permanent residents. But the proposed rule
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removes the explicit limits in current regulations regarding which benefits may be considered,® suggesting
that any means-tested benefit, received or applied for at any time and in any amount, even when used by
U.S. citizen or lawful permanent resident family members, could be treated as negative evidence in
immigration determinations. Not only this, but the proposed rule uses vague terms such as “public
resources” and does not define “means-tested public benefits.” It also expands scrutiny to benefits used
by family members by removing the explicit protection that receipt of benefits on behalf of others does
not count against the applicant. Thus, the proposed rule would create a sweeping “chilling effect” and
prompt U.S. citizens, lawful permanent residents, and immigrants to go without or withdraw from these
benefits.

The evidence is clear: federal nutrition programs promote well-being and economic mobility. A rule that
deters families from accessing these benefits would inflict lasting harm on families and communities in
New York and across the U.S. Beyond this, it would also weaken our economy and shift billions in federal
responsibilities onto already strained state and local budgets. We thus urge the Department of Homeland
Security to withdraw the proposed public charge rule and pursue policies that instead strength the ability
of U.S. citizens and immigrants to support themselves, care for their families, and contribute to their
communities.

Sincerely,

Madeline Neighly
Chief of Policy & Research
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