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USDA Proposal Would Tie Florida’s Hands  

at the Worst of Times  
 

A USDA proposal would make it difficult for Florida to administer SNAP food assistance during economic 
downturns or in the wake of hurricanes. The plan ignores the challenges that SNAP recipients face in getting a 
job in today’s labor market that enables them to work 80 hours/month , and it puts the onus on local 
communities and charities to fill in the hunger gap. 

 

Introduction 
 

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has proposed a rule that would limit states’ flexibility in 
waiving time limits for unemployed and underemployed Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
recipients in places where there are not enough jobs. Most adults not living with children who are abled 

bodied can only receive SNAP benefits for three months every three years. 1  These SNAP recipients are called 

“ABAWDs,” which is short for “able-bodied adults without dependents.” The only way that these individuals 
can receive food assistance for more than three months in a 36-month period is to take part in Workfare 

(public service work without pay), or work or participate in a qualifying education and training program for at 
least 80 hours per month.  
 

Under USDA’s proposed rule, Florida would lose the ability to 

conform time limits to the availability of jobs. Despite 
Florida’s low overall unemployment rate, ABAWDs receiving 
SNAP in the Sunshine State face unique barriers to finding 

work in today’s labor market, especially in the aftermath of a 
hurricane.  If the proposal is finalized, those ABAWDs who are 

unable to find jobs will be cut from SNAP and lose their only 

means to buy groceries. This is a lose-lose proposition not 
only for struggling families, but also for charities, local 
communities and the state as a whole, all of whom will be 

tasked with trying to fill the food assistance gap.2 

 

 

SNAP Benefits Keep Food on the Table for Struggling Floridians 
 
SNAP benefits are an integral part of the safety net (see Table 1). In Florida, 14 percent of residents have 

income below the poverty level.3 According to a recent United Way report, 45 percent of working households 
in the Sunshine State are unable to pay bills or afford basic necessities.4 About 31,030 persons are homeless in 

Florida at any given time.5  

 

ABAWD stands for “able-bodied adult without 

dependents.” They are persons: 

 

• Without health problems; 

• Between the ages of 18 and 49; 

• Not living with children under 18 years old; 

• Not pregnant; and 

• Not otherwise exempt. 

 

 

WHO ARE ABAWDS? 



 
 
Without SNAP, struggling Floridians would go hungry. The gross countable income of SNAP recipients in the 

state is 30 percent below the poverty level.  
 

Under 10 percent of SNAP households are ABAWDs.6 
But for these ABAWDs, the situation is particularly dire: 

Their average income is only about 33 percent of the 
poverty level.7 
 

Time Limits and Work Requirements for 
Adults Without Dependents 
 

Federal law allows states to temporarily waive the 
three-month SNAP time limit in geographical areas 

without sufficient jobs or in regions where 

unemployment is more than 10 percent, in order to 
prevent hardship on ABAWDs when jobs are scarce.8 
Due to the economic downturn during the Great 

Recession and the resultant loss of jobs, Florida 
obtained statewide time limit waivers for ABAWDs from 

2009 to 2015.9  However, in 2015, Florida enacted a law 

prohibiting the Department of Children and Families 
(DCF) from asking for ABAWD time limit waivers 
without legislative permission.10 The following year, 
DCF began to impose time limits state-wide. 

 

In addition to having three-month time limits, ABAWDs in Florida are required to participate in the SNAP 
Employment and Training Program (E&T).11 As mandatory E&T participants, they are subject to additional 

requirements, separate and apart from time limits, which put their benefits in immediate jeopardy of being 
cut off as a sanction if they are not working or in a work program, even if they have not used up their three 
months of benefits.12   

 

In 2016, more than 364,000 low-income Floridians lost their SNAP benefits due to ABAWD sanctions alone.13 
Sadly, USDA’s proposal would only make it harder for the Sunshine State to obtain waivers and, 

consequently, harder on struggling Floridians, who would continue losing their only means to put food on the 
table. 
 

Proposed Rule Not Tied to Unique Demographics and Unemployment Rates of 

ABAWDs 
 

Under USDA’s proposed rule, the ability of Florida and other states to get waivers for time limits would be tied 
to the unemployment rate of the general population. Due to demographic differences, the unemployment 
rate for this group of Floridians is different from the unemployment rate of others in the state. 

First, this group has a unique racial and ethnic composition (see Figure 1) These ABAWDs also differ in terms of 

their educational attainment— 28 percent have less than a high school education.14 Only about 12 percent of 
Floridians overall lack a high school diploma.15 

TABLE 1. SELECT CHARACTERISTICS OF SNAP 
RECIPIENTS IN FLORIDA 

 
17% have no income 

 33% have income at or below poverty 

level  

 
38% have children  

 
Nearly 31% are elderly 

 
 

120,000 are veterans* 

 
1 in 5 households with non-elderly 

recipients have disabilities**  

* https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-9-
17fa.pdf. Note that as many as 9 percent of veterans are homeless. 

** https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-
files/Characteristics2017.pdf 

https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-9-17fa.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/11-9-17fa.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2017.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/Characteristics2017.pdf
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Using general unemployment rates as an indicator of the employability of these SNAP recipients is flawed. 
The unemployment rates for African Americans and Hispanics in Florida are higher than that of their white 

counterparts. 16 It’s important to note that people of color face substantial barriers, like discriminatory hiring 
practices, which puts them on an uneven playing field for finding jobs.17  The unemployment rate for women, 
18 who make up just under half of ABAWDS, 19 is higher than the rate for men. 
 
Persons with less education also fare worse in the job market in Florida. For example, the unemployment rate 

of persons without a high school diploma is 4.3 percent, compared to 3.1 percent for those who graduated 
high school .20 According to a recent survey, for the top 15 occupations by vacancy in Florida, more than 50 
percent of jobs require at least a high school education and more than 35 percent require a certificate or 

license.21  
 

 
Low-income people want to work; however, they are often unable to find full-time  employment due to 

unpredictable schedules, a slack in labor markets, family obligations or medical problems.22  Indeed, part-

time employment is an unwelcome problem that burdens ABAWDs.23 Of the top occupations by vacancy in 

Florida, 32 percent are for part-time employees.24 The working poor are the ones who are more often forced 
into part-time jobs. Although almost 80 percent of SNAP families had at least one working member in the past  
12 months,25 ABAWDs are likely to have jobs that do not provide full-time work.26 Making matters worse, E&T 

participants with a high school diploma or less work jobs that provide fewer hours and lower pay.27  
 

Health Problems, Along with Transportation Barriers and Other Non-Medical Challenges, Make It 

Difficult for ABAWDs to Work or Find Jobs 
 

48.0%

35.0%

13.0%

4.0%

White

Black

Hispanic

Other

FIGURE 1. ABAWDS, BY RACE & ETHNICITY 

Data sources: United States Census Bureau, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fl; Center on Budget 

and Policy Priorities, https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/2-8-16fa.pdf 
 

  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fl
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/2-8-16fa.pdf


 
 

Health conditions 
 
SNAP recipients in Florida who are unable to work 

should not, by law, be subject to ABAWD time limits. 
Still, many find that their health conditions, such as 

undiagnosed mental conditions, are not recognized or 
are an impediment to employment. An analysis of 
these SNAP recipients in the Sunshine State suggests 

that health issues result in the sanctioning of ABAWDs, 
despite their inability to work.28  Furthermore, persons 
with disabilities in Florida experience unemployment 

rates that are almost triple that of those without 
disabilities.29 USDA, however, avoids addressing the 
disparate impact of its proposal on persons with 

disabling health conditions. 
 

Transportation barriers and other challenges 
 
In 2016, after time limits were re-imposed across the state, many ABAWDs lost their SNAP benefits because 
significant, non-medical obstacles prevented them from complying with the requirements.30 Although the 

most common barrier reported by ABAWDs in Florida was lack of transportation, studies suggest that this 

group is also hindered by homelessness and  education levels that make it difficult to qualify for jobs. 
Additionally, people who have been incarcerated often face numerous roadblocks to gaining employment. 
Worse yet, ABAWDs in Florida who have one barrier to work are also likely to have others.31   

 

Florida Better Positioned than USDA to Understand Unique Challenges Facing the State 
 

USDA’s proposed rule is particularly troublesome for Florida. The state will likely face not only economic 
slowdowns from recessions, but also from hurricanes,32 which have significant regional impacts.33 For 
example, since Hurricane Michael, the unemployment rates in hurricane-ravaged counties have increased 

(see Table 2).  

 
After a disaster of the magnitude of Hurricanes Irma or Michael hits Florida, state and local officials are on the 
ground responding to the crisis before, during and long after federal authorities have gone home. State and 

local officials are the ones who can best determine what areas of the state have unemployment rates that 

warrant time limit waivers. 
 

There are currently eight areas in Florida 
that would qualify for a time limit waiver 
upon request: Citrus, St. Lucie, Hardee, 

Hendry, Highlands and Sumter Counties and 
Ft Pierce and Miami Gardens.34 Coincidently, 
this list includes the five counties with the 

highest unemployment rates in Florida 

(Hendry, Hardee, Citrus, Sumter and 
Highlands).35 On top of that, Floridians in 

Table 2. Unemployment Rate in Select Counties 

 February 2018 February 2019 

Bay County 4.1% 5% 

Franklin County 3.5% 4.4% 

Gulf County 4.1% 6.2% 

Data Source: http://www.floridajobs.org/workforce-statistics/data-
center/statistical-programs/local-area-unemployment-statistics  

 

USDA offers 100% federal funding from a $20 million 
pot to help states provide ABAWDS with work or 

training that qualifies them to keep getting SNAP 
benefits after three months. States that pledge to 
provide such work or training are eligible for a share 

of that money to help them provide qualifying 
placements. Florida has declined to make such a 
pledge and, instead, refuses to guarantee that 
ABAWDS who want to work or get training will have 

the opportunity to do so. 

FLORIDA REFUSES TO GUARANTEE WORK FOR 

ABAWDS AT RISK OF LOSING SNAP 

 

http://www.floridajobs.org/workforce-statistics/data-center/statistical-programs/local-area-unemployment-statistics
http://www.floridajobs.org/workforce-statistics/data-center/statistical-programs/local-area-unemployment-statistics


 
 

 Florida Policy Institute  

 
5 

Citrus, St. Lucie and Highlands Counties have higher-than-average rates of food insecurity, or consistent lack 

of access to enough food.36  
 

Although the Florida Legislature has not empowered DCF to request time limits waivers, DCF has not yet 
asked lawmakers for permission. Given the possibility of a coming recession, more disasters and the 

continued impact of Hurricane Michael on affected counties, it is entirely possible that Florida will re-consider 
the need for ABAWD waivers in the future to foster economic recovery and alleviate harm on vulnerable 
Floridians who cannot find jobs. USDA’s proposal to limit the state’s flexibility to get those waivers will only 

make it more difficult for the Sunshine State and its residents to recover. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Florida’s overall unemployment rate camouflages the unemployment rate of many ABAWDS. Even if an 
ABAWD is able to find a job, chances are good that the job will be unstable, part-time, or have no guaranteed 

number of work hours. Given their demographics and unique circumstances, ABAWDS may face an uphill 
battle to getting and keeping a job in today’s work force. Limiting the flexibility of Florida and other states to 
waive SNAP time limits only exacerbates the struggle of ABAWDS to keep food on the table. This, in turn, puts 

the burden on state, local communities, and charities to take up the slack, even though they are not equipped 
to do so. State officials in Florida are best positioned to assess unemployment in economically hard-hit and 
disaster-ridden counties. And the ability of the Sunshine State to waive time limits in the SNAP program is an 

important guardrail to keep vulnerable Floridians on course while they get back on their feet. 
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