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Frequently Asked Questions:  
ABAWDs and the Food Stamp Program 
 
Assembly member Judy Chu has introduced the Food for Families Act, AB 696.  This bill makes a number of 
improvements to California’s last-place Food Stamp Program.  Included in this package of reforms is a proposal to ensure 
that food stamp recipients don’t lose benefits after three months in areas of high unemployment.  This brief responds to 
common questions  about this proposal. 
 

What is an 

ABAWD? 
ABAWDs are Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents between the ages of 18 and 49.  

What are the 

unique food stamp 
rules that apply to 
ABAWDs? 

As a result of the 1996 welfare reform law, ABAWDs are subject to strict time limits on their 
food stamp benefits.  If they aren’t working at least 20 hours a week or participating in 
workfare, they can only get food stamps for 3 months out of a 3-year period. 

What has been 

the impact of these 
ABAWD rules? 

Food stamp participation among ABAWDs has plummeted by almost 70 percent since 
1996.  According to the Urban Institute, low-income adults without children are at serious 
risk of going hungry, which diminishes their chances of success in the workplace.  Almost 
40 percent of ABAWDs worry about or have problems affording food. 

What are 

ABAWD waivers? 
Congress specifically put protections in place to allow ABAWDs living in areas of high 
unemployment to receive food stamps beyond the 3-month time limit.  These areas ones 
that:  

(1) Have an unemployment rate which exceeds 10 percent; or  
(2) Do not have a sufficient number of jobs to provide employment for the individuals.  

A list of areas eligible for waivers is generated each year. 

States that provide extended unemployment benefits in the past year are eligible for a 
waiver for the entire state in the following year. 

Is California 

eligible for any of 
these waivers? 

In 2004, the entire state of California was eligible for a waiver because the state was eligible 
for extended unemployment benefits in 2003.   In addition, over 35 counties were eligible 
for full or partial waivers.  
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How have other 

states used these 
waivers? 

USDA approved waivers in 45 states in FY 2004.  Many of these waivers covered entire 
states (e.g. Alaska, D.C., Louisiana, Michigan, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oregon, South 
Carolina, Washington) while others were obtained for all eligible sub-areas (such as specific 
counties and zip codes). 

How has 

California used 
these waivers? 

In 1997, ABAWD waivers were granted to Central Valley counties that were hurt by the 
citrus freeze.   As counties began asking for waivers, the state Department of Social Services 
required a unique and time consuming process.  Rather than requesting all waivers at once 
from USDA, the state required that each local county Boards of Supervisors take action 
before a request is made.  As the waivers are in effect for just one year, this lengthy process 
means that ABAWDs miss out on months of food stamps.  

In 2004, the state Department of Social Services did not request a statewide waiver, even 
though California was eligible.  And although more than 35 counties were eligible for full 
or partial waivers, only 18 counties got a waiver. 

What does AB 

696 do with 
regards to these 
waivers? 

AB 696 requires the state to seek waivers for all eligible areas—either individual counties or 
the state as a whole.   

How would 

ABAWDs benefit 
from the waivers? 

ABAWDs in areas with waivers would get continued, consistent help with food as long as 
they met the requirements of the food stamp program.  The food stamp assistance they 
receive will help reduce hunger and food insecurity and increase their chances of success at 
finding work. 

How would 

counties benefit? 

Waivers would save time and paperwork and reduce errors for food stamp caseworkers, 
who would no longer have to track and apply separate ABAWD time limits and rules. 
 
County Supervisors would not have to race the clock each year to try to get waivers in 
place to maximize the benefits. 

 

How would the 

state benefit? 

The state General Fund would benefit from increased revenue from the influx of federal 
food stamp benefits to the state.  State administrators wouldn’t have to spend time 
processing individual county waiver requests as they have in years past. 

 

  

More questions?  Contact George Manalo-LeClair at george@cfpa.net or (415) 777-4422 ext. 103 or  
Rosaline Chan with Assembly Member Chu at  Rosaline.Chan@asm.ca.gov or (916) 319-2049  


