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College students across the country go hungry at an alarming rate. The scale and negative 
impacts of these difficulties called for the Federal Government Accountability Office to publish 
an extensive report in 2018, which concluded that nationally, not only are low-income students 
denied aid that other people receive, but about two million at-risk students who were potentially 
eligible for food aid through SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, called CalFresh 
in California) did not receive the benefit. Hunger, in addition to being a dehumanizing experience 
and one that causes short and long-term health and mental health consequences, is especially 
problematic among college students because it has negative impacts on their academic success, 
rendering them more likely to drop out before graduating and undermining the investments that 
they and our financial aid programs have made. 

This high rate of hunger is a result of the high cost of college, stagnating pell-grants and federal 
funds for work study, and federal laws which limit access to the country’s most important anti-
hunger program, SNAP. The SNAP Student Rule dates back to the 1970’s from a radically different 
college environment. This “work for food” policy is underscored by out-dated stereotypes of the 
“starving college student.” Not only do these rules treat students differently than other SNAP 
applicants, by punishing people for taking steps to exit poverty through education, they deny 
the reality of today’s low-income students who are often first generation, from disenfranchised 
communities, and overcome significant barriers as they seek to complete their degree. 

The EATS Act (H.R. 1919/S. 2515) by Rep. Jimmy Gomez (D-CA) and Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand 
(D-NY) would permanently expand SNAP access to low-income college students, addressing this 
significant inequity in food access, and remove the complex and burdensome rules for county and 
state administrators. That is why our organizations and dozens throughout the state and country 
have endorsed this reform and are calling on it to be passed by Congress as a stand alone bill or to 
be included in the next Farm Bill. 

While activists, organizers and policymakers are working to address these issues at the federal 
level, there are still many steps a state can take to dramatically reduce college hunger. This paper 
details what steps California has taken and those we have yet to achieve. 

OVERVIEW
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https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-95
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-19-95
https://frac.org/blog/key-barrier-to-snap-access-for-college-students-would-be-removed-under-new-bill
https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/EATS_Act_2021_Letter_of_Support_Sign_On.pdf


STATE OF THE STATE
College hunger in California has worsened in recent years.

California is no exception when it comes to college student hunger, which is further impacted 
by the state’s high cost of living and limited access to affordable housing for all residents, but 
especially for college students. The Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) reports that a staggering 
44% of undergraduates and 26% of graduate students in California experience food insecurity.

The latest “completion” data from the University of California Undergraduate Experience Survey 
confirms that students who experience food and/or housing challenges have lower GPAs and 
graduation rates compared to students who have their basic needs met. GPA and graduation 
gaps are larger for students with intersectional identities across first-generation, LGBT+, 
underrepresented ethnic minorities/minoritized (UREM), and community college transfers. The 
latest data from the California Policy Lab shows that only 10% of Community College students, 
12% of UC undergraduate students, and 4% of UC graduate students were enrolled in 
CalFresh through the 2019-2020 academic year.

Compounding this already problematic reality is that COVID-19 has worsened hunger among 
higher education students, with nearly 1 in 4 students becoming less food secure, on top of 
existing food insecurity, with deep disparities for UREM students. From the high school graduating 
class of 2021, who have already lost so much and will face great uncertainty as they enter college, 
to college students hoping to graduate this spring in an economy that has been shaken to the 
bone, our country’s college students are suffering great losses during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The setbacks will be even more significant for those students who are low-income and first in their 
families to attend college.

While the epidemic of college hunger is a black-eye to our state’s world-class higher education 
system, California has also been a vanguard when it comes to talking about the problem and 
working to address it with a strategy led by low-income college students. Thanks to their 
movement building, California has established basic needs centers with food pantries and meal 
sharing programs at many state colleges and is working to improve access to CalFresh. Still, 
research by the Western Center on Law and Poverty from 2018 and 2020 demonstrates that many 
eligible students are denied or cannot access the food aid to which they are entitled. A recent 
report from the California Department of Social Services estimates that of the likely CalFresh 
eligible college student population, only between 18% to 30% of these students are enrolled. 
This is a tremendous missed opportunity for students in need that could be receiving vital federal 
assistance for purchasing food. In addition, every dollar of CalFresh spent generates as much 
as $1.8 in economic activity during an economic downturn, making it an important program for 
California’s vital food economy.
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https://lao.ca.gov/Publications/Report/4014
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/about-us/information-center/student-basic-needs
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/about-us/information-center/student-basic-needs
https://www.capolicylab.org/california-community-college-and-university-of-california-student-participation-in-calfresh-food-benefits/
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/13/2/628
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/13/2/628
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2020/article/employment-recovery.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2020/article/employment-recovery.htm
https://wclp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/College_Student_Hunger_NAHC2018_WCLP.pdf
https://wclp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/CollegeHungerWhitePaper_Feb2020_Final.pdf
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/Portals/9/Leg/202006-SB-77-CalFresh-Student-Data-Report.pdf
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/Portals/9/Leg/202006-SB-77-CalFresh-Student-Data-Report.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=93528
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=93528


One of the reasons that low-income students, like those identified in the studies referenced
above, are experiencing hunger is that federal food assistance available to most low-income
Californians is made more difficult to secure as a result of federal law.

Federal law denies eligibility to college students unless they are working 20 hours a week or more 
or are eligible for one of the exemptions to the rule as listed below. A student is subject to this rule 
if they are aged 18-49, enrolled at least half-time or more, as defined by the school in an institute 
of “higher education” and enrolled in a “regular curriculum.”1 A student is exempt from the rule if 
they are:

	» Eligible for and anticipate working at a state or federal work-study job. The exemption 
begins the month the school term starts or the month work study is approved, whichever is 
later, and continues until the end of the month the school term ends.2

	» A full-time student with a child under age 12, or part-time student with a child under age 
six or a child between ages six and 12 for whom adequate care is not available.

	» Receiving a Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) funded benefit.
	» Enrolled in a food stamp employment and training (FSET) program, or other state or local 

job training programs, as identified by the state and approved by the USDA.3

	» Not intending to register for the next normal school term.4

If a student fails to qualify for an exemption to the student rule and is not working an average of 
20 hours per week or more, the student is ineligible and neither their income nor needs are 
considered in determining assistance for the household. If they live in a household with other 
CalFresh eligible people, those people will receive aid, but aid for the non-exempt college student 
will not be included. Additionally, not only are students required to work or meet an exemption 
(despite the fact California has an ABAWD (Able-Bodied Adult Without Dependent) waiver 
exemption that unfortunately does not cover students), but students face further barriers if they 
have a meal plan (which most freshmen at four-year universities are required to have if they live on-
campus) and if they are under 22 and live with their parents.

Federal SNAP laws limit the reach of CalFresh’s anti-hunger 
help for students.

3

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/lettersnotices/entres/getinfo/acl/2012/12-37.pdf
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/lettersnotices/entres/getinfo/acl/2012/12-37.pdf


In the Consolidated Appropriations Act (CAA) of 2021, Congress expanded SNAP to students 
who are either eligible for federal or state work study, or have a $0 Expected Family Contribution. 
This has allowed many more students to access SNAP. This immense increase in applications 
submitted by college students due to expanding SNAP eligibility can be shown by data collected 
by the Center for Healthy Communities at Chico State (CHC) as part of their statewide CalFresh 
Outreach Higher Ed Contract. CHC saw a 306% increase in applications submitted by their 40 
college campus subcontractors in federal fiscal year 2021, Q4 and a 237% increase in federal 
fiscal year 2022, Q1. However, this expansion is still limited as it requires students to complete 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), a known barrier for low-income students. 
Additionally, the expansion is temporary: it will sunset one month following the end of the federal 
Public Health Emergency, threatening a serious hunger cliff for students who will be terminated 
from aid unless they can demonstrate eligibility for an underlying exemption. The CAA expansions 
have been significant, and point to the need for a permanent legislative fix to improve college 
student CalFresh access. Since January 2021, some 150,000 college students have applied for 
CalFresh.

COVID-19 provisions have temporarily improved student 
access to CalFresh.

CALIFORNIA’S LEADERSHIP
In the face of low participation rates & systemic challenges, 
the CA legislature has led the nation in seeking solutions.
In 2014, the California state legislature passed, and Governor Brown signed, the first state-level 
legislation to address the College Student Hunger epidemic: Assembly Bill 1930 (Skinner). The 
enactment of the bill established a workgroup to identify policies that would increase access to 
CalFresh food assistance for eligible college students. Since the enactment of AB 1930, the state 
has adopted several of the workgroup’s recommendations,but some of these recommendations 
remain only sub-regulatory guidance and have not been statutorily mandated. What’s more, a lack 
of data about the CalFresh student population, a lack of funding for counties to do the additional 
work necessary to implement the discriminatory federal law and lack of support for outreach and 
application assistance for the program has limited the potential for success of these regulations. 

In 2017, Assembly Member Monique Limón introduced Assembly Bill 453, which would have 
established the Hunger Free Campus Initiative. This bill was not passed, because it was, instead, 
passed in the Budget Act of 2017, with an appropriation of $2.5 Million. The Hunger Free 
Campus initiative gives awards to public colleges that achieve the following objectives:

	» First, the CSUs and the UCs (but not the Community Colleges) must establish a “meal sharing” 
program. This vision was based off of a model established by Swipe Out Hunger to reduce 
hunger on campus by activating college students to donate unused meal points to feed their 
peers and community members. The Hunger Free Campus initiative includes requirements 
to be designated a “Hunger Free Campus,” that a campus establish a Swipe Out Hunger 
program, or similar meal sharing program, and designate a staff on campus to coordinate the 
program. It also required that the benefits of the program be first distributed for meal plan 
purchases by students who need them and then, remaining benefits to be donated to the on-
campus food pantry.
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https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/SNAP-Consolidated%20Appropriations%20Act%202021.pdf
https://feed.georgetown.edu/access-affordability/officials-dial-back-fafsa-verification-a-known-barrier-for-low-income-students/
https://www.nasfaa.org/news-item/25251/Difficulty_Lack_of_Support_Cited_as_Biggest_Obstacles_for_FAFSA_Completion_Among_Low-Income_Students_Survey_Finds
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201320140AB1930
https://www.cdss.ca.gov/portals/9/acl/2017/17-05.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB453
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB97
https://www.swipehunger.org/


	» The Hunger Free Campus initiative ensures that college students will benefit from these 
new rules by increasing awareness of CalFresh on campus. It does so by requiring colleges 
funded through the program to make materials available on campus and designate a campus 
employee to serve as a point person for students, for the county and for community outreach 
providers.  

	» The Center for Healthy Communities at Chico State (CHC), a CDSS prime contractor, funds 
50 college campuses currently in 2022 across California to build their own CalFresh Outreach 
(CFO) Programs to promote and provide CalFresh application assistance to students. In 2021, 
the CHC CFO Program estimated that more than $35 million in CalFresh dollars went into the 
pockets of college students across their college campus subcontractors. Additionally, CHC 
built the CalFresh Outreach Resource Hub, which is available to all California college campus 
staff providing CalFresh application assistance. The CFO Hub has a collection of webinars, 
trainings, Campus Handbook, toolkits, and even a live support desk to answer CalFresh 
Outreach related questions staff have. 

	» Finally, because college students often have limited transportation options and community-
based food resources are typically not located close to campuses or, though food insecure, 
might not meet community-based agency requirements of off-campus services, the Hunger 
Free Campus initiative requires campus-based food pantries to be made easily accessible and 
navigable. 

The Budget Act of 2020 included funding for the California Department of Social Services 
(CDSS) and all three public higher education segments to increase and improve CalFresh efforts 
for college students through the COVID-19 pandemic. Unique state funding was also provided 
to the Center for Healthy Communities (CHC) at Chico State to build the CalFresh Outreach 
Resource Hub and provide technical coordination and support to all public college and universities 
in California. This state funding ensured CHC could support and provide training and tools to 
increase college student CalFresh applications at all public colleges and universities, in addition to 
their 40 college subcontractors on their federally funded 2018-2021 CalFresh Outreach Higher Ed 
Contract.

In the Budget Act of 2021, the state budget funded the establishment of a basic needs center at 
public colleges across the state, a campaign that was years in the making and included legislation 
introduced by Assembly Member Berman. These basic needs centers offer a place for students to 
get help to address hunger and homelessness, including application assistance for CalFresh. 
 
In 2021, California passed AB 1326 (Arambula), which requires county human service agencies 
to designate at least one employee as a staff liaison to serve as a point of contact for colleges and 
universities within that county. The hope is that by having a county staff member who is well versed 
in SNAP eligibility rules for college students, counties will be able to better serve this unique 
population and ensure that as many students as possible who are eligible for the program receive 
benefits. 

By the end of 2021, California passed ongoing funding for all three public segments to improve 
student basic needs, with specific language for CalFresh to be a priority for the investment and 
impact of this funding. 

In 2022, CalSAWS, which is responsible for the development of public benefits technology for 
counties, received funding from the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) to enhance the BenefitsCal 
public benefits website to create a Student Based Application flow, complete CBO journey 
mapping, implement the integrated Release of Information component, design referral URL code 
functionality, and produce a communication & marketing campaign. These features are imperative 
for student consumers seeking services and the CBOs that support them.
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https://www.csuchico.edu/calfresh/index.shtml
https://www.csuchico.edu/calfresh/subcontractors/resource-hub.shtml
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB85
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220SB112
https://sbud.senate.ca.gov/sites/sbud.senate.ca.gov/files/Final_Actions_Report_2021.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB1326
https://www.calsaws.org/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1319/text
https://benefitscal.com/


WHAT’S NEXT
We must continue to remove barriers to college students 
seeking CalFresh.

California has much to be proud of when it comes to improving college student access to 
CalFresh. Over the last 12 years, California has successfully established itself as a national model 
for college student basic needs, anti-hunger/food justice, and CalFresh/SNAP. Below are specific 
ways that students in need, counties, and our state will sustain our momentum. By completing 
the items below we will: (i) improve student experiences and outcomes, (ii) improve county and 
state administrative processes, and (iii) improve our local and state economies: 

	» Codify the regulations issued by the Department of Social Services (DSS) at the 
recommendation of the workgroup established by AB 1930 (Skinner, 2014) which sought to 
make CalFresh benefits more accessible to eligible college students.  

	» Ensure that state legislation and financial investments are having their intended impact by 
having timely data on key metrics related to college student enrollment trends in CalFresh. 
These will help us track progress, amplify effective practices, identify opportunities for 
improvement, and support the successful scaling of enrollment of college students across all 
segments.  

	» Provide adequate ongoing state funding for the state and counties’ administration of 
CalFresh in light of increased caseload due to caseload expansion, including among college 
students across California.  

	» Improve access for students at community colleges and all local programs that improve 
employability.  

	» Create a CalFresh student data dashboard that allows policy and outreach professionals, 
as well as college higher educational leaders, to track CalFresh eligibility and access trends 
across counties, institutions and sectors. 

This year, Senator Skinner has introduced SB 641, which would 
accomplish some of these policy goals. Our coalition of 47 organizations 
are in support and calling for its passage and signature. We are also 
calling on state budget investments to build more transparency and 
knowledge about Calfresh college student participation.

1. 7 C.F.R. § 273.5(a); MPP §§ 63-406.1 and .21.
2. MPP § 63-406.212
3. 7 C.F.R. § 273.5(b)(11).
4. 7 C.F.R. § 273.5(c). See ACIN I-36-12 for treatment of applicants declaring intent to not reenroll.
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https://www.cwda.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/budget_update_1_-_governors_proposed_2022-23_budget.pdf?1643998931
https://tcf.org/content/report/pathways-simplify-expand-snap-access-california-college-students/?agreed=1&agreed=1
https://tcf.org/content/report/pathways-simplify-expand-snap-access-california-college-students/?agreed=1&agreed=1
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220SB641
https://www.cafoodbanks.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SB-641-Skinner-Sign-On-Support-Letter-Senate.pdf


SUMMARY
The Federal EATS Act needs to be passed.
The Federal EATS Act (H.R. 1919/S. 2515) would permanently expand SNAP access to low-
income college students, addressing this significant inequity in food access, and remove the 
complex and burdensome rules for county and state administrators. Until it is, we should continue 
our work in California to maximize Calfresh enrollment among eligible students. For more 
resources on this topic, please see: 

California Association of Food Banks
California Community Colleges Health and Wellness
California Higher Education Basic Needs Alliance (CHEBNA)
Center for Healthy Communities, California State University, Chico
Food Research & Action Center
Student and Equity Affairs, Office of the President, University of California
The Basic Needs Center, University of California, Berkeley
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https://www.cafoodbanks.org/
https://www.cccstudentmentalhealth.org/cccco-foundation-programs-initiatives/calfresh-outreach/
https://www.calstate.edu/impact-of-the-csu/student-success/basic-needs-initiative/Pages/conference.aspx
https://www.csuchico.edu/chc/index.shtml
https://frac.org/
https://www.ucop.edu/student-equity-affairs/staff/index.html
https://basicneeds.berkeley.edu/home

