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Social Work Advocates for Social Change strongly supports HB 1458, which would establish a State
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program for refugees and asylees. This legislation would uphold
Maryland’s commitment to the fundamental human right to adequate food, protect vulnerable
populations, and ensure that no child, family, or survivor of persecution is left hungry due to changes in
federal eligibility rules.

HB 1458 operationalizes and protects at the state level a long-standing commitment to food security as
a human right. It ensures continuity of food assistance for refugees, asylees, humanitarian parolees,
trafficking survivors, and other lawfully present noncitizens who were eligible for federal Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits under the eligibility rules in effect on July 3, 2025, but who
would otherwise lose access due to subsequent changes in federal law.

The right to adequate food is firmly grounded in international human rights law, including Article 25 of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights! and Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).2 The United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights has clarified that the right to food is realized when every person has physical and economic access
to adequate food or means for its procurement at all times.> While the United States has not ratified the
ICESCR, it has consistently affirmed that freedom from hunger is a universal human right. Moreover, the
United States is a party to the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees, which incorporates the core
protections of the 1951 Refugee Convention. These protections include nondiscrimination and equal
treatment in access to public relief and assistance.

HB 1458 rightly recognizes refugees and asylees as especially vulnerable and deserving of special
protections. Refugees and asylees are not voluntary migrants; they are individuals who have fled
persecution, conflict, torture, trafficking, or violence. Many arrive in Maryland after prolonged
displacement, trauma, and economic deprivation. Their early years in the United States are a period of
stabilization and rebuilding. The bill appropriately defines “refugee” to include individuals admitted
under federal refugee and asylum statutes, Afghan and Ukrainian humanitarian parolees, victims of
severe forms of trafficking, Special Immigrant Visa holders from Iraq and Afghanistan, and other
populations designated by the Office of Refugee Resettlement. These categories reflect groups that the
federal government itself has determined are eligible for refugee resettlement services due to compelling
humanitarian need.

International human rights law recognizes that refugees and similarly situated populations require
special protection measures. The principle of non-refoulement protects them from return to danger; the
principle of nondiscrimination protects them from unequal access to essential services such as food
assistance. Denying food support to newly arrived refugees and asylees is undermines their right to
dignity, health, and family unity.

HB 1458’s inclusion of survivors of severe forms of trafficking and designated humanitarian parolees
reflects best practices in trauma-informed policy. Survivors of trafficking often emerge from situations
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of extreme exploitation, coercion, and deprivation. Access to food assistance is essential to preventing re-
victimization. The UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons calls for measures
to assist and protect victims, including recovery and social reintegration.# Ensuring food security is
fundamental to that mandate. Similarly, Afghan and Ukrainian humanitarian parolees, as well as Special
Immigrant Visa holders who supported U.S. missions abroad, were admitted based on urgent
humanitarian or national interest considerations. Ensuring they have access to basic nutrition is consistent
with principles of fairness, responsibility-sharing, and good faith.

Food security, promoted by HB 1458, is not only a humanitarian imperative; it is a cornerstone of
successful integration. Research consistently shows that early economic stabilization improves
employment outcomes, educational attainment, and long-term self-sufficiency among refugees.> When
families have access to adequate nutrition: children are better able to learn and thrive in school;®7 adults
can pursue language acquisition and workforce training;® and families can prioritize housing stability and
health care access. Conversely, food insecurity is associated with higher rates of chronic disease,’ mental
health challenges, %1 developmental delays in children,'? and increased strain on emergency systems.

HB 1458 is a wise investment in new Marylanders. Social protection programs like SNAP are
investments in human capital. Short-term food assistance reduces long-term public expenditures
associated with emergency room visits linked to malnutrition and chronic illness, child protective services
interventions related to neglect driven by poverty, homelessness services, and lost workforce
productivity. Maryland has long demonstrated leadership in welcoming newcomers and promoting
inclusive growth. By stabilizing refugee and asylee households during their first five years in the United
States, the state strengthens its labor force, supports local economies, and upholds our commitments.

HB 1458 preserves continuity of access by ensuring that Maryland residents who were eligible for SNAP
on July 3, 2025, are not abruptly deprived of access solely because of changes in federal eligibility
categories. As a reaffirmation of Maryland’s commitment to human rights, human dignity, and the shared
prosperity that comes when all residents have access to the basic necessities of life, SWASC strongly
urges a favorable report on House Bill 1458.

Social Work Advocates for Social Change is a coalition of MSW students at the University of Maryland School of Social Work that
seeks to promote equity and justice through public policy, and to engage the communities impacted by public policy in the
policymaking process.
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