MARYLAND CENTER
ON ECONOMIC POLICY

T FEBRUARY 16, 2023

Streamlining the Application Process for Safety Net
Programs Will Increase Participation and Benefit
More Eligible Marylanders

Position Statement Supporting House Bill 323
Submitted to the House Economic Matters Committee

Thousands of low-income Marylanders rely on safety net programs to meet their food, energy and basic needs.
Their ability to apply for and receive these benefits is not only beneficial to them personally but also to
Maryland’s economy. However, many Marylanders do not receive the benefits of these effective anti-poverty
tools even if they are eligible. The Maryland Center on Economic Policy supports House Bill 323
because it will ultimately ensure more eligible Marylanders receive the benefits they need.

Maryland families eligible for social safety programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP), Temporary Cash Assistance (TCA), and Supplemental Security Income (SSI), have to fill out multiple
applications annually across difference agencies to obtain benefits. This can be a tedious and burdensome
process often resulting in loss of qualified benefits or inability to renew. This duplicative and complicated
process means that often qualified beneficiaries of these social safety programs are failing to apply for, or
renew energy assistance benefits.

HB 323 will automatically enroll Marylanders who qualify for SNAP, TCA, SSI, or means-tested utility
assistance for veterans, and support seniors by automatically enrolling them for SNAP if they qualify for SSI.
This bill will also increase the Electric Universal Service Program (EUSP) eligibility income limit from 175% to
200% of the Federal Poverty Level, matching other basic assistance programs offered by the Department of
Human Services for low-income families.

It is important to ensure all eligible Marylanders receive the safety net benefits they need because they can
have a significant impact on people’s lives. Of the 30 percent share of income that households spend on
housing, 20 percent is spent on energy costs alone.2 Receiving energy assistance can often determine if a family
maintains housing, has enough to eat or even remains healthy. This is why it is important that families who
qualify are able to apply and that the process is simple and not lengthy or cumbersome.

In Maryland, households at 175% of the federal poverty level — with income below $38,000 for a family of
three, for example — spent an average or 14% of their income on energy costs, but with the help of Maryland
Energy Assistance Program (MEAP) and EUSP benefits their net energy burden (the percent of income spent



on energy costs) fell to 9% during 2020. For households up to 200 percent of the poverty level, the average
gross energy burden was 12%, while households between 176% and 200% of the FPL had an energy burden of
7%.

At a time of high inflation and energy costs, low-income Marylanders need support in order to meet their needs
and care for those who depend on them. Ensuring that the application process for safety net benefits is smooth
and less complicated would guarantee that most qualified Marylanders do not miss out on these resources.

For these reasons, the Maryland Center on Economic Policy respectfully requests that the
Economic Matters Committee make a favorable report on House Bill 323.

Equity Impact Analysis: House Bill 323

Bill summary

House Bill 323 ensures that more Marylanders who qualify for safety net programs — such as Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and energy assistance programs — do not miss out on them or lose them
by streamlining the process by which people sign up for assistance. It will also establish categorical eligibility,
which means one application process will allow an individual to enroll in all services for which they are eligible.

Background

Currently, Marylanders who are eligible for safety net services have to constantly complete and renew multiple
applications which are reviewed by different agencies. This is a duplicative, lengthy and burdensome process
for both the applicant and State agencies. As a result, many Marylanders are not receiving or not renewing
energy assistance benefits. A majority of the documents needed to verify energy assistance income-eligibility
are also collected for SNAP or Temporary Cash Assistance. Yet 30,000 SNAP households who claim a heating
or cooling expense do not receive Energy Assistance. Based on Census Bureau data for 2021, 65,000 uninsured
state residents receive SNAP—nearly one in five uninsured Marylanders (17%)3.

Equity Implications

e Black and Latinx households are far more likely than white households to earn poverty-level wages and
are therefore more likely to qualify for safety-net benefits. While state and federal safety-net benefits
serve a larger number of white households than households in any other racial or ethnic group, they
serve a larger proportion of people of color.

e Social safety nets also have a disproportionate positive impact in reducing poverty rates among
households of color.4

Impact

House Bill 323 would likely improve racial and economic equity in Maryland.
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