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Guide
Introduction

Individuals and families with a low income can benefit from a number of social services in Virginia. The Department of 
Social Services (DSS), along with other state agencies, provides food, employment and emergency help for people in need. 
Food programs include the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), also known as food stamps, the Commodity 
Supplemental Food Program (CSFP), Women, Infants and Children (WIC), The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), 
the Seniors Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) and school lunch and breakfast programs. Nutrition resources 
allow beneficiaries to receive free food or get help paying for food. In addition, many of these programs provide educational 
resources. Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is another social program available in Virginia. TANF allows 
beneficiaries to receive funds to pay for basic necessities. Additional programs that help individuals pay for essentials include 
Auxiliary Grants, Energy Assistance and General Relief. 
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Types of Food 
Assistance in Virginia

Some nutrition programs in Virginia provide funding so that families can afford food, whereas others provide food directly 
to beneficiaries. SNAP, SFMNP and WIC are examples of programs that give families and individuals the funds they need to 
afford healthy foods. Programs that provide free food include TEFAP and CSFP. SNAP allows low-income residents to buy 
food using Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) cards and vouchers. SNAP benefits can be used in order to purchase essentials 
such as bread, cereal, produce, meat, dairy and other nutritious foods. Many residents with a low income are eligible for SNAP. 
A family of four, for example, must have a gross annual income of less than $31,980 to be eligible.
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WIC is a similar program to SNAP, in that it allows beneficiaries to receive help paying for essential items at the grocery store. 
However, WIC is aimed towards pregnant women as well as children younger than five years of age. WIC is only available for 
mothers and children who are at a nutritional risk, meaning that it is not an option for every woman with young children. The 
income limits for WIC are higher than they are for SNAP. For example, a family of four must have an annual income of less 
than $45,510 to qualify.

SFMNP is another form of financial assistance Virginia residents may qualify for. This program allows residents 60 years of 
age and older to buy fresh produce from farmers’ markets. Applicants must have an income that is 100 to 185 percent of the 
federal poverty level (FPL) to be eligible for the program. When accepted, beneficiaries receive eight $5 checks throughout the 
growing season, which can be used to buy produce at farmers’ market stands.

TEFAP and CSFP are two types of assistance programs that provide food directly to those in need. These food distribution 
services receive food donations from the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The food Virginia receives is then distributed to 
schools, hospitals, soup kitchens, day care facilities and food banks. Many people who use SNAP, WIC or other programs 
can receive additional items from food banks in order to help meet their basic needs. While TEFAP can be used by eligible 
individuals of any age, CSFP is a program specifically for elderly people with a low income.
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What is TANF 
assistance in Virginia? 

TANF is a form of financial assistance for families and children who need help paying for basic needs. A child may be eligible 
for TANF, if he or she is younger than 18 years of age and attends school regularly. Applicants can be older than 18 years of 
age, as long as they will graduate high school before turning 19 years of age. To qualify, a child must also live with a parent or 
relative and be a U.S. citizen or an eligible immigrant. Parents and caretakers may apply for TANF as well, provided that they 
have or obtain a job that meets the TANF employment requirements. This program is intended to be used as a temporary 
resource for those who need financial assistance. Therefore, in most cases, beneficiaries can only receive TANF funds for a 
limited period of time. While receiving benefits from this program, participants can also obtain job skills training and other 
resources that help them prepare for employment.

TANF is just one option for people who need financial help with living expenses. Auxiliary Grants, Energy Assistance and 
General Relief are a few other types of funding that families may apply for. Each of these programs provides different benefits. 
First, Auxiliary Grants are for residents who already receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or who are elderly, disabled 
or blind and live in an assisted living setting. Secondly, Energy Assistance is a program for low-income families that need help 
paying for heating and cooling costs. Lastly, General Relief is a program for children living with caretakers who are unrelated 
to them such as foster guardians.
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School Breakfast and Lunch 
Programs in Virginia

A variety of food assistance programs help kids at home, but many families also need help paying for their children’s school 
meals. Two of the main resources in Virginia include the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast 
Program (SBP). These services provide balanced lunches and breakfasts to children for free or at a fraction of the cost. In 
order to qualify for the NSLP or SBP, a family must meet income requirements. Households with an income at or below the 
FPL can receive free school meals for their children. Those with an income between 130 and 185 percent of the FPL will pay no 
more than 30 cents for breakfast and 40 cents for lunch. Families will receive a letter at the beginning of each school year that 
details the forms of meal assistance available. Eligible households may choose to enroll their children in any of the programs 
offered by their school district. Note that nutrition resources are available in many areas of Virginia, but the specific programs 
may vary by district.

A child’s nutritional needs do not end when the school year is over. To address the fact that many children need food assistance 
over the summer breaks, many school districts in Virginia participate in the Summer Food Service Program as well. This 
program was started to ensure that children who need free or reduced-cost meals during the school year still have access to 
meals during the summer. Be aware that summer meal programs may not be available in every school district.
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Virginia Food Stamps

The food stamps program in Virginia is more commonly referred to as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 
SNAP is designed for people with a low income who need help paying for food. In 2018, an individual’s gross annual income 
can be no greater than $15,684, and a family of four can make no more than $31,980 a year. Note that Income requirements 
change annually. Qualifying individuals may submit an application to the Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS) in order 
to receive benefits. It is easy to apply for SNAP using the CommonHelp benefit portal. Alternatively, a paper application can be 
submitted to a local Social Services office. More than 100 of these offices exist in Virginia. Upon receipt of an application, the 
DSS will require most petitioners to appear for an interview. An applicant should prepare for the meeting by gathering proof of 
identity, income statements and documentation showing his or her living expenses. When approved for SNAP, beneficiaries 
will receive funds through the Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) system. Food stamps can be used for a variety of nutritional 
items such as bread, fruits and vegetables, protein choices, dairy and other essentials. SNAP benefits cannot be used on 
alcohol, tobacco, non-food items or products categorized as junk food. 
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Virginia SNAP Benefits

Before applying for benefits through the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), applicants should understand 
what they can expect from the program. The Virginia SNAP program allows for specific items to be purchased with an 
Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) card. Generally, only food items can be purchased with SNAP benefits, although there are 
a few exceptions allowed. Also, it is important to note that the monetary benefits that are provided to each eligible family 
vary based on the household’s size and monthly income. Applicants will benefit from having a better understanding of SNAP 
benefits, as this will allow them to make a more informed decision about whether they should apply and will give them a good 
idea of what to expect if they are eligible for the food stamps program.
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Eligible SNAP Items
SNAP benefits can be used to purchase most edible 
food items that are labeled for human consumption. This 
includes breads, meats, produce, dairy, fruits, vegetables 
and other foods for the household. It also includes items 
used to produce food like flour, shortening and sugar. 
Although the Virginia SNAP program encourages healthy 
eating, it does not place any restrictions on items based on 
their nutritional content. This means that “junk food” items 
like snack foods, soft drinks, ice cream, potato chips and 
more can be purchased using the benefits. Additionally, 
SNAP recipients can also use benefits to purchase “luxury” 
food items like steak and lobster. 

In addition to the food items listed above, other items 
that are acceptable include meals delivered to elderly or 
disabled SNAP recipients if the organization providing the 
meals accepts EBT cards, diet and diabetic foods, baby 
formula, spices and seeds or plants that will produce 
food for human consumption. Also, in some areas, certain 
restaurants may be authorized to accept SNAP benefits 
from qualified disabled, elderly or homeless benefit-
holders in exchange for meals.

Ineligible Items
SNAP benefits can only be used to purchase food items 
that will be consumed at the home. Hot or cold food items 
that can be purchased and eaten in the store are not 
eligible for food stamps. This includes foods like French 
fries or fried chicken prepared in a quick-service area of 
the grocery store. Also, most live animals are not available 
for purchase with SNAP benefits, except for live seafood, 
including lobsters, fish and shellfish. Gift baskets are only 
eligible if the value of food items is more than 50 percent 
of the purchase price — exceeding the value of non-food 
items in the basket. Special occasion cakes may only 
be purchased with SNAP benefits as long as the edible 
portion of the cake accounts for more than 50 percent of 
the purchase price — exceeding the value of non-edible 
decorations. 

Other items that may not be purchased include gardening 
items, food storage products, alcohol, tobacco, vitamins, 
medicines and other items such as pet food, cleaning 

supplies and paper products. Energy drinks can only be 
purchase if they have a nutritional facts label but not if they 
feature a supplemental facts label.
Note: These purchases must be made at authorized 
retailers. To determine whether a store is an authorized 
retailer, look for either a Quest logo or a photo of the 
Virginia EBT card. This may be located on the door to the 
establishment or near the cash registers. If you cannot 
locate either, be sure to ask a store manager or cashier if 
the store accepts food stamps before attempting to make 
a purchase.
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SNAP Benefits per Household
The benefits that each household is given each month is referred to as a monthly allotment. This amount is based on a 
number of factors, including the household’s monthly income and size. The maximum monthly allotment is based on the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Thrifty Food Plan, which estimates how much it costs an average U.S. household 
to purchase nutritious food in order to prepare low-cost meals. The estimate will change annually to account for the price 
changes different food items experience each year. 

It is anticipated that each SNAP family will spend approximately 30 percent of their monthly income on food. Because of 
that, a household’s benefit allotment is calculated by multiplying its net monthly income (income after taxes) by 0.3 and then 
subtracting that result from the maximum monthly allotment for the household size. 

Household Size Maximum Monthly Allotment
1 $   192
2 $   352
3 $   504
4 $   640
5 $   760
6 $   913
7 $ 1,009
8 $ 1,153

Each additional person + $ 144

For example, a family of four has a maximum monthly allotment of $640. If the family’s net monthly income is $1,128.50, the 
following calculation would be done:

$1,128.50 x 0.3 = $338.55. This number would then be rounded up to $339 and subtracted from the maximum monthly 
allotment for a family of four. 

$640 - $339 = $301. In the end, that family would receive a monthly SNAP allotment of $301.
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When will Virginia households receive benefits? 
Once the household has been deemed eligible for the Virginia food stamps program, it will receive benefits within 30 days from 
when the SNAP office received the application. However, in cases of extremely low or no income, the household may qualify 
to receive benefits within seven days.

The exact date that a Virginia household will have its SNAP benefits loaded onto their EBT card varies depending on the 
assigned case number. This distribution of benefits will always occur on the same date each month according to the Virginia 
Monthly Benefit Issuance Schedule. Benefits are made available from the 1st to the 9th day of each month and are based on 
the last digit of the client’s case number: 

• Food Stamp case number ending in 0, 1, 2 or 3 — benefits available on the 1st of each month 
• Food Stamp case number ending in 4 or 5 — benefits available on the 4th of each month 
• Food Stamp case number ending in 6 or 7 — benefits available on the 7th of each month 
• Food Stamp case number ending in 8 or 9 — benefits available on the 9th of each month
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Virginia Electronic Benefits 
Transfer (EBT) Card

The Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) card is similar in design and function to a standard debit card. It is used to access your 
monthly benefits under the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The card allows you to purchase eligible food 
items at authorized stores. Because the benefits are accessed using debit card technology, transactions are faster, and it is 
easier to prevent and handle fraud and misuse. If you are eligible to receive SNAP benefits in Virginia, it is important that you 
understand how to keep track of your balance, how to create and change your PIN, and how to properly care for your card. 
Having a good understanding of this information will allow for your shopping trips to go smoothly.
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Receiving Your EBT Card in Virginia
If you were approved to receive SNAP benefits in person 
at the social service office, your EBT card may be issued 
to you during that meeting. Otherwise, the EBT card will 
be mailed to you and should arrive within 30 days from 
when the office received your application. However, you 
may qualify to receive your food assistance benefits within 
seven days if you have extremely little to no income.

Note: Your name will be printed on the front of the EBT card 
if it was issued through the mail. Also, the back of the card 
has a spot available underneath the black magnetic stripe 
for you to sign your name. Be sure to sign the card before use. 
 

What to Purchase With Your Virginia
EBT Card
SNAP benefits can be used to purchase food items labeled 
for home consumption. This includes breads, meats, 
produce, snack foods and much more. Other acceptable 
items are diet foods, baby formula, spices and seeds or 
plants that will produce food for the household. Elderly 
or disabled cardholders may also use their EBT cards to 
purchase meals through authorized meal delivery services 
and restaurants.

Ineligible items include alcohol, tobacco, vitamins, 
medicines, food storage products and items such as pet 
food, cleaning supplies and paper products. Also, you 
may not purchase food that is meant to be eaten in the 
store. Most live animals are not available for purchase 
with SNAP benefits, except for certain live seafood, 
including lobster and shellfish. Gift baskets and special 
occasion cakes are only eligible if the value of food items 
accounts for more than 50 percent of the purchase price. 

Where to Use Your EBT Card
Most authorized retailers display the Quest logo or a photo 
of the Virginia EBT card somewhere in their store. If the 
store does not display these logos, you can simply ask the 
store manager or cashier if the store accepts EBT cards 
before making your purchase. Also, you can determine 
which stores in a particular zip code or city accept EBT 
cards by visiting this website.

Taking Care of Your EBT Card
Your EBT card may stop working if it is not cared for 
properly. In order to keep it functional, you must be sure to 
follow these guidelines:

• Do not fold or bend your benefits card. 
• Do not expose the card to water.
• Do not write on or scratch the magnetic strip on 

the back of the card. 
• Do not expose the card to magnets or electronic 

devices such as cell phones. 
• Do not leave your benefits card in full sun 

exposure or extreme heat.
 
Also, be sure to store the card in a safe place to ensure that 
it does not get lost or stolen.

https://www.dss.virginia.gov/benefit/ebt_card/ebt_retailers.cgi
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Using Your Virginia EBT Card
To use your EBT card, you will swipe the card on the point-of-sale (POS) card reader at an authorized store and 
enter your four-digit secret personal identification number (PIN). If the store does not have the correct machine to 
process your EBT card, the merchants will use a paper voucher to manually process the payment. They will fill out 
the form and call the Retailer Customer Service Help Desk in order to receive an authorization number. The amount 
will then be verified and you will sign the voucher. It is important to keep a copy of the voucher for your records. 

Creating and Changing Your PIN 
A four-digit PIN must be entered each time a purchase is made. This ensures that only the authorized cardholder is using the 
benefits and provides a safeguard against the money being accessed if the card is lost or stolen.

To create a PIN, you will need to call the Client Customer Service Help Desk at 1-866-281-2448 and follow the instructions. 
Before calling the help desk, you will need to be sure you have the following information on hand:

• Virginia EBT Card Number
• Social Security Number
• Birth Date

For optimal security, the PIN should be easy for you to recall while also being difficult for another person to guess. Using 
personal numbers like four digits from a phone number, address or birthday is not advisable because these digits can easily 
be guessed. In addition, the PIN should not be written down on anything that could be seen by others.

If the PIN is entered incorrectly five times during a transaction, the EBT card will be deactivated until 12:01 a.m. the following day 
or until a new PIN is created. To create a new PIN, you must call the help desk at 1-866-281-2448 and follow the instructions. 
The help desk is available 24 hours per day, seven days per week.
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Checking Your Virginia EBT Card 
Balance
It is crucial that you track your card balance and know what 
funds are available before making a purchase. There are 
four different ways to easily figure out your account balance. 

Online 
You can access your EBT card balance and the past three 
months of EBT card transactions online. To do so, visit 
this website and create a new account or sign into your 
existing account.

With Receipts
Each time a transaction is made using your EBT card, a 
receipt is printed that states both the total amount spent 
on that purchase and the current remaining card balance. 
Ensure that you save all receipts so that you can easily 
refer to the most recent receipt to know your current 
account balance.

In Person at a Store
If the retailer has a point-of-sale (POS) machine that is 
able to process Virginia EBT cards, it can also run balance 
inquiries. Simply swipe your card, enter your PIN and ask 
the cashier to tell you what the balance is on your card.

By Phone
Call the service help desk at 1-866-281-2448 and enter the 
16-digit number found on the front of your EBT card. You 
will then be able to hear what your current balance is.

Carryover Balance
The account balance from the previous month is 
automatically rolled over to the next month. This means 
that any money that was not used will remain in the 
account. Even if the SNAP case is closed, any benefits that 
were issued will remain available on the card. However, if 
funds are not used within 365 days from when they were 
deposited into the account, the benefits will be removed. 

https://www.connectebt.com/ebtcard/vaebt/index.jsp
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Virginia Eligibility Requirements 
for Food Stamps

Before submitting an application to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) in Virginia, interested petitioners 
should understand the eligibility requirements they must meet in order to qualify for benefits. In order to qualify, households 
must have an income that falls under a certain threshold and be able prove their Virginia residency. Additionally, certain 
resources can be factored into the household’s monthly income, which can greatly affect a household’s eligibility. The 
qualifications for SNAP can differ greatly depending on certain circumstances, so it is crucial that households interested in 
applying for benefits are familiar with the eligibility criteria before petitioning. After applicants have a better understanding of 
the Virginia SNAP qualifications, they can decide whether they will apply based on their likelihood of being accepted into the 
SNAP program. To learn more about the various eligibility requirements for SNAP, read the sections below.
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Income Requirements for Food Stamps 
in Virginia
The biggest factor considered when applying for food 
stamps in Virginia is the household’s income. The 
household’s income must be at or below the gross and 
net income limits set by the state and federal government. 
These limits are determined by the state’s cost of living and 
the Federal Poverty Level (FPL). To qualify, an applicant’s 
gross monthly income must fall below 130 percent of the 
FPL, and his or her net monthly income must fall below 100 
percent of the FPL. Gross income is a household’s total 
income before any deductions, such as taxes, are taken 
out. Net income is gross income minus any allowable 
deductions. 

The monthly income requirements according to household 
size are as follows:

Household Size  Gross Monthly 
Income  

Net Monthly 
Income 

1  $1,307  $1,005 

2  $1,760  $1,354 

3  $2,213  $1,702 
4  $2,665  $2,050 
5  $3,118  $2,399 
6  $3,571  $2,747 

7  $4,024  $3,095 
8  $4,477  $3,444 

Each additional 
member 

 + $453   + $349 

Another factor when determining food stamps eligibility is 
the resources held by the household. Each household must 
have less than $2,250 in countable resources. Countable 
resources include any cash plus all money in checking and 
savings accounts. However, if the household includes an 
elderly or disabled person, then the household must have 
less than $3,500 in total countable resources.

Certain resources are not included when considering food 
stamps income guidelines. They include an applicant’s 
home and land, most retirement and pension plans, and 

any resources from applicants who receive Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) or Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF).

Certain vehicles count as a resource for eligibility purposes. 
Any fair-market valuation of the vehicle over $4,650 
counts as a resource. However, there are vehicles that 
are not considered a resource. For example, any vehicle 
that would bring in less than $1,500 if sold would not be 
considered a resource. Other reasons that a vehicle would 
not be counted as a resource would be if the vehicle is:

• Used as a home.
• Used for income-producing work (for example, a 

taxi or delivery vehicle).
• Used to transport a disabled household member 

or most of the household’s fuel or water.
• Needed for long-distance travel for work (not 

including daily commute).
• Producing annual income consistent with its fair 

market value.
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Food Stamps Citizenship Qualifications 
in Virginia
Generally, to qualify for the SNAP program, the applicant 
must be a United States citizen. However, non-citizens 
may qualify as long as they meet certain criteria in addition 
to the standard SNAP income and resource limits. The 
following criteria allows non-citizens to be eligible for food 
stamps:

• Qualified alien children younger than 18.
• Non-citizens receiving disability-related assistance 

or having lived in the U.S. for five years.
• Certain immigrants from specific countries 

(including Amerasian immigrants, Iraqi and Afghan 
immigrants, and Cuban and Haitian entrants).

• Refugees, victims of trafficking and asylees.
• Certain American Indians born outside of the U.S.
• Elderly applicants born on or before August 22, 

1931 and who lawfully resided in the U.S. on 
August 22, 1996.

• Lawful Permanent Residents who are receiving 
government payments for disability or blindness

• Lawful Permanent Residents with a military 
connection.

For more specifics on which non-citizens may qualify for 
SNAP benefits, visit this site.

Additional Eligibility Requirements in 
Virginia
Receiving food assistance benefits in Virginia requires that 
the petitioner be a resident of the state. To be a Virginia 
resident, one must live in the state for more than 183 
days throughout the year. These days do not have to be 
consecutive.

Able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWD) between 
the ages of 18 and 49 who do not have any disabilities 
and are not pregnant or caring for an incapacitated family 
member must meet certain work requirements in order 
to receive benefits. These ABAWD applicants may only 
receive benefits for a maximum of three months in a three-
year period if they do not meet specific work-related criteria. 

In order to continue to be eligible for SNAP past the three 
months, ABAWDs must work for at least 80 hours each 
month, participate in qualifying education and training 
activities for at least 80 hours each month or comply 
with a workfare program. In addition, all applicants must 
register for work if unemployed, accept any presented job 
offer and not reduce hours or quit their current job. 

In terms of SNAP benefits, an elderly recipient is any 
applicant older than 60. To be qualified as disabled, he or 
she must meet at least one of the criteria below:

• The applicant receives an annuity under the 
Railroad Retirement Act.

• The applicant receives state disability or 
blindness payments based on Social Security 
Income (SSI) rules, is considered disabled under 
SSI or is eligible for Medicare.

• The applicant receives disability or blindness 
payments from a governmental agency or under 
the Social Security Act (SSA).

• The applicant is a veteran who is disabled, unable 
to leave home or needs regular attendance.

• The applicant is a child or spouse of a disabled 
veteran who is receiving Veterans Affairs (VA) 
benefits.

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-policy-non-citizen-eligibility
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Disqualifications for SNAP in Virginia
Generally, most applicants who are found ineligible for SNAP benefits are unqualified because they exceed the income limits. 
Additionally, applicants who fail to report each household member’s Social Security Number or alien registration number will 
disqualify any undocumented member from receiving benefits. The SNAP program will not extend benefits to any individual 
convicted of aggravated sexual abuse, sexual assault, murder, sexual exploitation, abuse of children or similar crimes. Also, 
those who are not complying with the terms of their sentence or have a warrant out for their arrest are prohibited from 
receiving SNAP benefits. Finally, anyone caught committing fraud will be disqualified from receiving any SNAP food stamps 
benefits in Virginia indefinitely. 
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How to Apply for SNAP 
Benefits in Virginia

The Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) serves millions of low-income families and individuals across the 
country by providing them with funds so that they may purchase food for themselves and their families. Applying for food 
stamps in Virginia involves a thorough application process that residents must go through before they can receive benefits. 
The application can be completed in one of four ways, and it will require detailed information about the applicant’s household 
income, resources and family members. It is important for applicants to understand the application process and what it will 
require of them. Read on to learn more about applying for SNAP benefits in the state of Virginia.
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Paper Applications
There are two parts to the written SNAP application: the 
Request for Assistance and the Application for Benefits. 
They must be completed in this order. Paper applications 
for SNAP can be obtained in person, by phone or by mail. 
You can also download a paper copy to print and fill out. 
Be aware that the Department of Social Services (DSS) 
will not consider your application complete until you have 
signed it.

What to Include on Your SNAP
Application
The Application for Benefits is the first part of the SNAP 
application process and is actually two applications in one. 
The first is the Expedited Service for SNAP Benefits form 
that you fill out if you believe you are eligible for expedited 
services, which would allow you to receive benefits within 
seven days of submitting your application.

Expedited benefits are given to households if their:
• Gross monthly income is less than $150.
• Liquid assets are less than $100.
• Monthly shelter bill is higher than their monthly 

income and liquid resources, combined.
• Household contains at least one migrant worker 

with little to no income or resources. 

If you do not meet any of these requirements, you may still 
be eligible for SNAP but not for the expedited services.

The application will ask you for basic information, such as 
your name, address, date of birth, Social Security Number 
and telephone number. It will also ask for information 
more specific to your case. This includes the amount of 
income your household has earned or expects to earn for 
the month. This number should be calculated before any 
deductions, like taxes, are added. Your application will also 
ask you to include the total amount of money you have 
in your checking and savings accounts, the amount you 
pay in rent each month and the costs for any utilities you 
pay for. When you have completed the Expedited Services 
application, sign and date the document.

http://www.dss.state.va.us/form/pdf/032-03-875.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/fs/intro_page/forms/032-03-0824-33-eng.pdf
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Application for Benefits
After the Expedited Services section is the general 
Application for Benefits, which is far more detailed. This 
section spans eight pages and covers a wide variety of 
information, using many detailed questions to ensure the 
Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS) has all the 
information it needs to determine if you qualify for SNAP 
benefits. 

The first part of the application will require you to fill in your 
name, address and phone number. The remainder is split 
into five sections, listed in the following order:

• Household Composition
• Income
• Resources
• TANF Emergency Assistance/SNAP Benefits
• Auxiliary Grants

 
The household composition section requires that you 
list every member of your household, even if you are not 
applying for benefits for them. You do not need to list a 
Social Security Number for someone for whom you are not 
applying for benefits. You only need to provide his or her 
name.

The income section requires that you provide information 
about the income you or other members of your household 
make. This includes information on money earned from 
jobs and other forms of income assistance, such as Social 
Security, Veterans Affairs (VA) Benefits, unemployment 
benefits, etc. 

Be sure to fill out these and other sections carefully and 
provide as much information as you can. However, if you 
cannot answer every question right away, you may submit 
a partially competed application. Be sure to at least 
provide your name, address and signature. This will allow 
the DSS to begin processing your application. However, 
you should complete your application as soon as you can.  
 

Applying Through a Representative
If you would like to apply for SNAP but are unable to 
make it to your local SNAP office, you may designate a 

representative to apply on your behalf. Your representative 
can be a friend, family member, neighbor or another 
member of your household. 

In order for this person to become your representative, you 
have two options: 

1. Note this on your SNAP application (section G) 
by listing the person’s name, address and phone 
number. You will also need to mark what duties 
you are authorizing the person to perform for 
you.

Write a note for your chosen representative to take to your 
local SNAP office. You will need to include the name, address 
and phone number of your representative, the duties he or she 
is permitted to perform for you, your signature and the date.  
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Applying Online
To apply online, visit CommonHelp, the official website for the Department of Social Services (DSS). Here you can easily apply 
for the state’s different assistance programs, including SNAP. To begin your application process, you will need to select the 
“Get Started” button for the All Benefits Program. The link will take you to a login portal where you can enter your user ID. If 
you do not have a user ID, you can set one up by creating an account. Once you have your ID, you can log in and complete the 
application.

Applying by Phone
Virginia allows its applicants to apply for SNAP benefits by phone at 855-635-4370. You can also contact your local SNAP 
office if you wish to speak with someone directly to get information about applying. You can find the number for your local DSS 
office here. You can also call the Virginia SNAP toll-free hotline number for more information on applying for SNAP benefits. 
This number is available for you to call 24 hours per day, seven days per week. 

Pre-Screening
Before you apply for SNAP benefits, you can take the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Pre-Screening 
Eligibility Tool to determine if you qualify for SNAP benefits. This tool will also tell you how much of SNAP’s benefits you might 
qualify for. Be aware that the eligibility tool does not count as an application for SNAP benefits. You must still submit an 
application to your local SNAP office in order to have officially applied for benefits. 

https://commonhelp.virginia.gov/access/
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/state-informationhotline-numbers
https://www.snap-step1.usda.gov/fns/
https://www.snap-step1.usda.gov/fns/
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Preparing for Your Virginia 
Food Stamps Interview

After you have submitted your application for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), you will be contacted 
about completing an interview. Your interview will take place either in person or over the phone. If you have a preference or 
need further accommodations, let your local SNAP office know. The interview’s goal is to verify the information you have 
provided on your application and to allow both you and your SNAP interviewer to ask questions. You will need to bring several 
documents with you to your interview, so it is a good idea to familiarize yourself with everything you will need to prove you 
require SNAP assistance. Taking all necessary documents with you may also allow your interview to be completed more 
quickly. Learn how to prepare for your SNAP interview by reviewing the sections below. 
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Questions Asked During the Interview 
The questions asked during your food stamps interview are intended to verify the information you included on your application. 
Your interviewer will want to make sure that everything is correct and up to date. As such, he or she will ask you about any 
discrepancies or unanswered questions on your application. You will also have the opportunity to ask questions of your own. 
It is important that you understand the process for receiving SNAP, so your interview is the time to clarify anything you do not 
understand about the food stamps program. 

To begin the interview, your interviewer will likely ask you to verify your name, date of birth, Social Security Number and 
address. He or she will also ask about your income, resources and medical expenses. Bringing the right documents to your 
interview will ensure that you complete the process as quickly as possible and that you are able to prove that you qualify for 
SNAP benefits.    

Necessary Materials
Once you have scheduled your interview with a SNAP representative, you will need to prepare for it. The purpose of the interview 
is to determine your eligibility for food stamps through SNAP. Look back at your application and see what information you 
provided. You will need to provide proof of each piece of information you provided for every member of your household for 
whom you are applying for benefits. 

Note: If you are unable to obtain all of the required documentation, let representatives at your local Department of Social 
Services (DSS) office know, as they may be able to help. If the documents are not easily obtainable, especially before the date 
of your interview, you may give the office the name of someone, such as an employer, who can verify the information the 
missing documents would have provided. Below is a list of the documents you may need to bring with you to your interview. 
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Identity
To prove your identity, you can bring your driver’s license, 
voter registration card, medical card, school ID, work ID or 
another form of photo ID with you. You should also bring 
Social Security cards for all members of your household.  
 
Income 
In order to receive SNAP benefits, you must verify your 
household income. To do so, bring pay stubs, tax returns, 
a statement from your employer, self-employment records 
and information on any other benefits you receive, such 
as worker’s compensation or Social Security. Any records 
of tips or divorce decrees should also been brought to the 
interview.

Resources
To be eligible for SNAP, a household may have $2,250 in 
countable resources or $3,250 in countable resources 
if a member of the household is 60 or older. You can 
prove your individual or shared resources by bringing in 
account statements for checking and savings accounts, 
life insurance policies, proof of pension plans, stocks and 
bonds. Additionally, you should bring the title or registration 
for all motor vehicles your household owns.

Your interviewer will not count all of the resources your or 
the members of your household own. For instance, not all 
types of vehicles count. If you own a licensed vehicle that 
you use for any of the following reasons, SNAP will not 
consider it a countable resource: 

• Income purposes 
• Long-distance travel for work 
• Used at home
• Used to transport a physically disabled member 

of the household
• Worth less than $1,500 if sold 

However, SNAP will consider your car a countable resource if: 
• It has a fair market value of $4,650.
• There is one vehicle per every adult member of 

the household.
• A member of the household uses it to get to or 

look for work, school or job training.

Residency
You must prove that you are a resident of Virginia to qualify 
for SNAP benefits in the state. To do this, you can bring 
school enrollment papers for either yourself or any school-
age children you may have to your interview. You also need 
to prove that you are a citizen of the United States or an 
immigrant who meets the qualifications to receive SNAP 
benefits. To this, you can bring your Social Security card, 
the application you completed for your Social Security 
Number, a declaration of citizenship or immigrant or alien 
documentation.

Medical Expenses
If you have medical expenses you pay, bringing proof of 
them to your interview may help your case. You can bring 
your health insurance policy, insurance card, Medicare card 
or medical bills for prescription drugs and immunization 
records. Additionally, be sure to bring documents relating 
to childcare, including child support obligations. You 
should also bring any bills or receipts for elderly care.

School Expenses
If you have a child or children in school or are in school 
yourself, you can bring proof of what you spend on 
education to assist in your eligibility for SNAP benefits. 
Make sure to bring proof of day care expenses, tuition, 
fees, textbooks, transportation and any other supplies 
necessary if they are applicable to your situation.

Shelter Expenses 
Make sure to bring proof of your living expenses with you 
to your food stamps interview. You can bring your rent, 
mortgage receipt or your homeowner’s insurance with you. 
You may also bring various monthly bills with you, such as: 
electric, gas, water, garbage, and phone. These documents 
will help your interviewer determine how much spendable 
money you have left over to spend on groceries for you or 
your family every month. 
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Food Stamp Denial and 
Appeal Process in Virginia

There are many reasons why you may not receive SNAP benefits, and all of them are grounds for filing an appeal if you feel 
the decision was made incorrectly. If you are denied food stamps in Virginia, you have the right to request a fair hearing in 
order to determine if the right choice was made and all policies and procedures were followed. A fair hearing is a hearing in 
which a hearing officer will review and hear your case with an impartial and unbiased opinion. There is no cost or penalty to 
you for requesting a fair hearing. If you decide to request a hearing for your case, you will need to review your documentation 
to ensure that all of the necessary components are present, as well prepare your case. To do so, you may hire a lawyer, or you 
may represent yourself. 
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Reasons You Might be Denied Food 
Stamps
There are many reasons your local SNAP office may end 
up denying you food stamps. Some of the most common 
reasons include:

• Not meeting SNAP’s eligibility requirements.
• Exceeding SNAP’s income and/or resource 

allowances.
• Committing fraud on your SNAP application.
• Missing documents.
• Missing your interview. 

SNAP could also deny you because you did not meet their 
citizenship requirements. Any non-US citizen can apply, 
but they must meet certain qualifications regarding their 
immigration status in order to apply for and be accepted 
into the program. For more information on this, you can 
visit the United States Department of Agriculture Food and 
Nutrition Service’s SNAP Policy on Non-Citizen Eligibility to 
determine if you meet these qualifications in full.

If SNAP determines that your have too much in resources, 
they may deem you ineligible for food stamps. SNAP also 
sets a certain amount of income an individual or household 
must make per month. If you exceed this amount, you will 
likely not qualify for benefits. 

Committing fraud on your SNAP application can lead to 
either fines, imprisonment or a temporary or permanent 
removal from the program. Committing fraud on your 
application can mean lying about you or your household’s 
income, assets, employment status, or giving false 
information on any other part of your application. To 
determine if you have committed fraud, you will undergo 
an Administrative Disqualification Hearing. 

Your application will not be determined for eligibility unless 
all of your documents are in order. If you are missing any 
documents and do not submit them to your local SNAP 
office within 30 days of your initial submission date, SNAP 
will reject your application and close your case. 

If you miss your interview and do not reschedule and 
attend a new one by the date you and your interviewer 
agree on, SNAP will reject your application. 

The Appeal Process
If you do not agree with your office’s decision about your 
SNAP benefits, including being denied benefits, you have 
90 days from the day the decision is made to request a 
fair hearing. If you file your appeal after the 90-day window, 
your request may still be honored. You can request a 
hearing either in person, in writing or over the phone. If you 
make your request in writing, send it to:

Hearing and Legal Services Manager Virginia Department 
of Social Services 801 East Main Street Richmond, Virginia 
23219-2901

Note: You may also have someone else request the appeal 
for you. This can be a friend, relative or an attorney. 

You will need to select SNAP Benefits (Food Stamps) on 
the application as the program you want to appeal, as the 
appeal form is used for many of Virginia’s Department 
of Social Services programs. You will also need to mark 
what your reason for appealing is. Generally, you will mark 
“declaring my household ineligible to participate in the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).”

Once you have submitted your request, an official will 
review your case. If the hearing officer determines that 
your case is valid, they will schedule a hearing within 45 
days of receiving your request and you will receive a letter 
notifying you of this decision and your appeal rights at least 
10 days before your hearing date. If you have an attorney, 
your local SNAP office must send them a letter of notice as 
well. Your hearing must be scheduled at a time, date and 
location convenient to you. This is usually your local SNAP 
office, but you can change the location if you wish.

Hearings are typically held through teleconference. Your 
written notice will advise you if this is the case. If you 
would prefer a face-to-face hearing, you may request one. 
The circumstances of your case will determine if this is 
allowed. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/snap-policy-non-citizen-eligibility
https://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/appeals/benefits/guidance_procedures/ADH_Brochure.pdf
https://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/appeals/benefits/forms/032-03-0024-10-eng.pdf
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Before your hearing, you will receive a summary of facts 
from your SNAP office. This document contains the logical, 
chronological sequence of events that led to the denial 
of your food stamps application. You will also receive 
copies of any relevant documents (i.e. letters, verifications, 
computer printouts, other documents that will be discussed 
during your hearing, etc.) with your summary of facts. 
Finally, you should also receive a copy of the policy or law 
applicable to your case. You should receive this packet at 
least five days prior to your hearing date. Make sure you 
review this summary of facts so that you are prepared for 
your hearing. If you do not receive your summary of facts 
at least five days before your hearing, the hearing officer 
may reschedule the hearing to allow you enough time to 
review the Summary and prepare your case.

Note: If your hearing is face-to-face, and you require 
transportation assistance for any reason, let your local 
SNAP office know. They are responsible for assisting you 
in getting to your hearing any way they can.  
Like with any legal case, as the appellant, you have certain 
rights you are entitled to during your hearing such as the 
right to:

1. Review any documents or records that your case 
will use.

2. Present your case.
3. Present and question witnesses.
4. Present facts and an argument relative to your 

case.
5. Refute any testimony or evidence, including 

cross-examining witnesses.

Once you have completed your hearing, you will receive the 
hearing officer’s decision within 60 days. If the decision to 
deny you food stamps is reversed, your SNAP office must 
comply within 10 days of receiving notification of the ruling. 
For more information on the process of appealing your 
food stamps decision, see the Virginia Department of 
Social Services Appeals & Fair Hearings Unit Procedure 
Manual.  

Reopening Your Food Stamps Case
You may not need to fill out a new application in order 

to reopen your case if your application has already been 
denied by your SNAP office, as long as your request 
takes place during your certification period. Note: Your 
certification period is the period in which your case was 
still currently active. 

For more information on reopening your SNAP case, click  
here. 
 

Applying for Food Stamps After Being 
Denied
If you applied for food stamps and were denied, you can 
reapply at any time. If you do, you will need to fill out a new 
application and submit it to your local SNAP office and 
go through the interview process again. Virginia does not 
limit the amount of times applicants may apply, but you 
should note that unless your circumstances change, your 
application will continue to be rejected by SNAP. 

http://townhall.virginia.gov/L/GetFile.cfm?File=C:%5CTownHall%5Cdocroot%5CGuidanceDocs%5C765%5CGDoc_DSS_4566_v1.pdf
http://townhall.virginia.gov/L/GetFile.cfm?File=C:%5CTownHall%5Cdocroot%5CGuidanceDocs%5C765%5CGDoc_DSS_4566_v1.pdf
https://dhhr.wv.gov/bcf/Services/familyassistance/PolicyManual/Documents/Chapter%201/ch1_3.pdf
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How to Renew Your 
SNAP Benefits in Virginia

Renewing your Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits may be necessary in some cases. If you are an 
able-bodied adult without dependents (ABAWD) you will more than likely have time-limited SNAP benefits. In order to keep 
your benefits, you will need to take steps to renew your SNAP account. Many people are not subject to limits when benefits 
are needed on a long-term or permanent basis. Even if you are an able-bodied adult and are not providing care for anyone in 
your household, you may be exempt from these limits as well, provided that certain circumstances apply. Regardless of any 
current exemption you may have, it is important to report changes to your income or household situation so that your SNAP 
benefits stay current. Certain changes can affect the amount of benefits you receive, whether you need to renew your benefits 
and your eligibility for SNAP altogether.
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Who is required to renew food stamps 
in Virginia? 
It is important to keep in mind that one of the goals of 
SNAP is to provide temporary food assistance to able-
bodied individuals who need help gaining employment or 
other resources to become self-sufficient. As such, the 
program is not meant to be used permanently if you can 
develop other means of providing food for your family. In 
general, you are subject to limited SNAP benefits if you are 
between 18 years old and 50 years old. Anyone younger 
than 18 years of age or older than 50 years of age can 
receive SNAP without any limits. 

There are a few circumstances under which you will qualify 
for SNAP on a long-term basis even if you are between 
18 years of age and 50 years of age. You will not have to 
renew your food stamps as long as you: 

• Are temporarily or permanently disabled. 
• Are pregnant or live in a household where there 

are children younger than 18 years of age. 
• Provide care for a sick or disabled member of 

your household. 
• Volunteer regularly at a private or public 

organization. 
• Apply for (or currently receive) unemployment 

benefits.  

Note that if your exemption no longer applies, then you will 
need to renew your benefits again.
  

Reporting Changes to SNAP
Notifying SNAP of household changes is required even if 
you are not required to renew your benefits. It is necessary 
to report any changes to your circumstances so that a 
SNAP caseworker can evaluate your eligibility with the 
most up-to-date information. Fill out a SNAP Change 
Report and submit it to your Department of Social Services 
(DSS) office if your income, household size, address, work 
hours or other factors change. Remember, even if you 
were exempt from SNAP time limits in the past, changes 
to your household may mean that your exemption is no 
longer valid. Failing to report changes can result in benefit 
revocation, among other consequences 

SNAP Renewal Requirements in 
Virginia 
You are only eligible to receive SNAP for three months 
during a 36-month period when you do not qualify for 
exemptions. At the end of your three-month period, you 
may apply to renew your benefits or provide evidence that 
you are eligible for an exemption. When you are an ABAWD, 
it is usually necessary to find employment or get involved 
in a SNAP work program in order to extend your benefits 
beyond three months. 

One of the most popular work programs is SNAP 
Employment and Training (SNAPET). The SNAPET 
program helps you search for jobs, get employment 
training and obtain valuable work experience. In most 
cases, you also receive transportation and many of your 
work-related costs will be paid for. If you want to enroll, 
you will meet with a SNAP caseworker to discuss your 
work-related goals. The SNAPET program is free and 
voluntary. Choosing not to enroll will not disqualify you for 
SNAP. Keep in mind that being employed or involved in a 
work program such as SNAPET is one of the only ways 
to extend your SNAP benefits, if you are able-bodied and 
are not a caregiver for dependents. If you do not meet the 
SNAP work requirement, it is necessary to wait three years 
before you can reapply for benefits 

How to Renew Food Stamps in Virginia 
Being eligible for a renewal does not mean a beneficiary 
will receive an extension automatically. Instead, he or she 
must submit an application. Failing to apply may result 
in one’s benefits ending. All participants have the right 
to apply for a renewal, even if they are unsure of their 
qualifications. Contacting a local DSS office is an option 
for beneficiaries who want to check their eligibility for a 
renewal. Find contact information for local DSS agencies 
here.

When renewing your benefits, it is helpful to have your 
current personal information on hand. Prepare by gathering 
information on your household members and income. 
There are a few different ways to renew SNAP in Virginia: 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/fs/intro_page/forms/032-03-0051-34-eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/fs/intro_page/forms/032-03-0051-34-eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
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Online 
To renew your benefits online, use the CommonHelp application portal. If you initially applied for your benefits online, you 
already have a user ID number associated with your account. All you need to do is enter your ID to get started. If you have 
not used the CommonHelp website before, simply create an account. Once you are logged in, be prepared to enter details on 
yourself and the members of your household to complete the application.

By Mail 
A form called the Renewal Application for Auxiliary Grant, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families is required in order to renew benefits by mail. Find this form here. The application requires that 
you include information on all of the members of your household, including the income and assets of all members. You will 
also need to verify details about your household members’ eligibility. Mail the completed application to your local DSS office. 

In Person 
Print a copy of the renewal application linked above or visit your local Social Services office in person to obtain the form. Once 
complete, simply submit the application to a DSS staff member.

https://commonhelp.dss.virginia.gov/CASWeb/faces/loginCAS.xhtml?MODULE_NAME=CMB&SERVICE_PROVIDER=COMMON_HELP&LANGUAGE=EN
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/fs/intro_page/forms/032-03-729A-16-eng.pdf
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The Emergency Food Assistance 
Program (TEFAP) In Virginia

TEFAP is a federal program that provides food to a variety of organizations. Individuals who qualify as low-income may receive 
food distributed by the TEFAP service. The program was created as a way to utilize federal food stores while also making it 
easier for low-income households to have food security. Many participants in the TEFAP program already receive assistance 
from Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and other social service programs. In many cases, these benefits do not provide enough 
resources for a family to meet its nutritional needs. Signing up for TEFAP helps many of these families and individuals acquire 
additional food in order to meet their nutritional needs. Note that TEFAP is not part of SNAP, TANF or any other social program, 
but it is possible for enrollees in other services to receive benefits from TEFAP. The program is also available to other low-
income individuals who are not enrolled in any other type of public assistance program.
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How does TEFAP in Virginia work?
TEFAP food goes through several channels before it becomes available for low-income participants. To start, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) purchases food using funds that have been set aside for the TEFAP program. Next, the 
USDA uses data on poverty levels and unemployment rates in each state to determine where food resources should be 
allocated. Once the allotments have been finalized, resources are given to each state’s food distribution program. In Virginia, 
the department in charge of administering TEFAP, is the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (VDACS). 
This department sends the items to various food banks, which then make the commodities available to food pantries, soup 
kitchens, programs for the elderly, schools and correctional facilities. Individuals who need food assistance may receive items 
by visiting food banks, having food delivered to their homes or simply by participating in a program that receives food items 
from TEFAP. 

Eligibility for TEFAP in Virginia
Eligibility for TEFAP is either based on your income or your enrollment in other benefit programs in Virginia. There are a few 
different ways that you can qualify for TEFAP. First, you can get TEFAP if you currently receive SNAP or TANF benefits. The 
income requirements for these programs are similar, meaning that you usually qualify for more than one program once you 
are enrolled. Second, receiving Medical Assistance (Medicaid) or SSI benefits will make you eligible for TEFAP as well. Third, 
you can meet the requirements simply by having a low income. You do not need to be enrolled in a different form of public 
assistance in order to receive TEFAP. 

The income requirements for TEFAP state that you must be at or below 150 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL). Refer 
to the table below for the current income requirements: 

Household Size Annual Income Monthly Income Weekly Income 

1 $18,090 $1,508 $348

2 $24,360 $2,030 $469

3 $30,630 $2,530 $590

4 $36,900 $3,075 $710

5 $43,170 $3,598 $831

6 $49,440 $4,120 $951

7 $55,710 $4,643 $1,072

8 $61,980 $5,165 $1,192

Each additional 
household member

Add $6,270 per 
member

Add $523 per 
member

Add $121 per 
member
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How to Apply for TEFAP in Virginia
Applying for TEFAP is usually necessary if you want to 
receive items from a food shelf or other similar community 
resource. Food is also provided by other community 
groups such as homeless shelters and soup kitchens. 
These programs may or may not require you to submit 
an eligibility statement before receiving benefits. Start by 
visiting your local food pantry if you are eligible for services. 
A self-declaration form should be available at the food 
shelf locations that require verification of your eligibility. 
The certification form requires that you enter your name, 
address and contact information. You also need to list 
the number of people living in your household. Note that 
a household is usually defined as a group of people or a 
family, who share a living space, as well as meals. Next, 
you will need to indicate whether you are eligible due to 
your income, or because you are enrolled in SNAP, TANF, 
Medicaid or SSI. Remember, you can qualify based on your 
income alone and it is not necessary to participate in a 
different program first. 

Your certification record must stay on file for the entire time 
you receive benefits from TEFAP. After you no longer use 
the program, the program administrator is required to retain 
your records for three years. A new income declaration 
form is filed on a periodic basis while you receive food 
from an organization. This keeps your information current.

How to Use Emergency TEFAP Benefits 
in Virginia
TEFAP foods are available at more than 500 locations 
in Virginia. At these locations, you can access nutritious 
fresh, dried and canned foods. The types of food 
available depend on the agricultural market as well as, the 
preferences of the organization providing the food. In most 
cases, you may receive fish, meat, eggs, dairy products, 
bread, cereal, pasta and other staple food items. To help 
you prepare the foods you receive, the USDA provides 
recipes and information sheets. Browse recipes that you 
can make using TEFAP foods here. Each recipe includes 
nutritional information and serving sizes. Food information 
sheets for TEFAP products are available here. By clicking 
on an information page, you will see recipe suggestions, 

storage instructions and food safety tips. This is especially 
helpful if you receive a type of food you have never cooked 
with before. 

TEFAP Rights in Virginia 
Beneficiaries always have the right to fair treatment 
when using TEFAP. Organizations are required to provide 
reasonable accommodations for individuals who have 
disabilities, do not speak English or have other specific 
needs. Furthermore, faith-based TEFAP providers cannot 
require that beneficiaries adhere to the organization’s 
beliefs in order to receive assistance. Participants can 
report discrimination at local programs by filling out a 
USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form.

https://whatscooking.fns.usda.gov/search/recipes
https://whatscooking.fns.usda.gov/fdd/household-material-fact-sheets?field_fs_type_value=2
https://www.ocio.usda.gov/sites/default/files/docs/2012/Complain_combined_6_8_12.pdf
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Reporting Public Assistance 
Fraud in Virginia

When a person knowingly abuses public assistance programs in Virginia, he or she is committing fraud. Public assistance 
fraud can occur in any program. This includes food stamps, also known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Women, Infants and Children (WIC), Energy Assistance, General 
Relief, Auxiliary Grants and others. When participants abuse public assistance programs, they may be disqualified from future 
benefits and face a number of legal penalties. Fraud is harmful for a number of reasons. Most of all, when beneficiaries misuse 
public assistance, it undermines the mission of these services. If you suspect that someone is misusing social services, it is 
important to submit a fraud report to the Department of Social Services (DSS) or other governing agencies. There are a variety 
of ways to report any fraud you observe in public assistance programs in Virginia. 
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When to Report Virginia Public Assistance Fraud
People who receive public assistance benefits are required by law to provide complete, correct information when applying 
for services. Submitting false or incomplete information is a very common way for people to abuse SNAP, TANF and other 
programs. Not only is it necessary to give accurate information during the initial application process, participants in benefit 
programs need to report any changes to their household or income. Income affects a beneficiary’s eligibility for services. 
Therefore, intentionally withholding income changes can result in an overpayment in benefits. 

While reporting benefit abuse is important, knowing the rules beneficiaries must follow will make it easier for you to identify 
fraud. Refer to the following table for more information on information that must be kept current with the DSS:

Type of Assistance Changes to Report Deadline to Submit Changes

SNAP
Changes that cause the household to exceed the 

minimum income limits 
Changes to the number of hours household 

members between 18 and 50 years of age work

Within 10 days

TANF

Address changes
Income changes that result in the household 
exceeding 130 percent of the federal poverty 

level
When dependent children leave the household

When there are changes that affect participants’ 
enrollment in the Virginia Initiative for 

Employment not Welfare (VIEW) program

Within 10 days, or by the 10th day of the 
month following the change (whichever 

comes sooner)

General Relief, Auxiliary 
Grants and Energy 

Assistance

Address changes 
Marital status changes

Changes in income, employment, resources and 
other assets

When household members change

The first business day after the change 
occurs

In addition to participants making false claims and withholding information, it is also common for people to commit fraud 
by misusing the benefits they receive. This issue is more common with SNAP benefits. It is illegal for beneficiaries to sell or 
trade their SNAP funds or Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) cards. Furthermore, EBT cards cannot be used to obtain cash from 
retailers.

How to Report Public Assistance Fraud
In most cases, you can report fraudulent use of public assistance by contacting the DSS. Because this department handles 
SNAP, TANF and many other benefit programs, this is an appropriate starting place. When you suspect fraud, contact the Fraud 
Management unit of the DSS by calling (800) 552-3431. Reports can also be submitted to local social service departments. 
Find your city or county department here for detailed contact information. Many local human and social service offices initiate 
fraud investigations on their own.

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
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Because public assistance programs are also administered 
on a federal level, you may choose to report fraud directly to 
federal agencies. Benefit fraud reports can be submitted to 
the Office of the Inspector General of the U.S. Department 
of Health & Human Services. This department investigates 
fraud in a wide variety of public programs. Submit a 
report online here. Note that online reports cannot be 
filed anonymously. You may obtain information on filing 
classified reports by calling 1 (800) 447-8477.

Information Required for a Public 
Assistance Fraud Report 
Fraud reports are more effective when you are able to 
provide the necessary details. If you do not know crucial 
details, investigators may not be able to process your 
report. Be prepared to provide the following information 
when reporting public assistance fraud: 

• Your name and contact information 
• The name, address and contact information of 

the public assistance beneficiary in question 
• An explanation of how you became aware of the 

suspected fraud 
• Details on any witnesses who could confirm the 

activity in question 
• Copies of documents and physical evidence 

verifying your claim 
• How long the fraudulent activity has been going 

on  

Virginia Public Assistance Fraud 
Penalties 
Fraudulent use of public assistance is a serious offense. 
State and federal departments investigate all credible claims 
and impose strict penalties on those who commit fraud. 
Intentionally misrepresenting one’s income, household 
details or employment is seen as an Intentional Program 
Violation (IPV). Furthermore, both fraud and attempted 
fraud are prosecuted as crimes. When individuals illegally 
obtain more than $200 in public assistance benefits, this 
results in felony charges for grand larceny. When fraud is 
prosecuted, beneficiaries will need to face their charges 
in court, which can result in fines and jail time. Fines can 

be as high as $2,500, and jail time can range from one to 
20 years, depending on discretion of the court. In addition, 
guilty individuals may be required to pay back any benefits 
they received under illegal circumstances.
Another consequence of public assistance fraud is that 
people found guilty may be temporarily or permanently 
banned from receiving benefits in the future. Trading 
SNAP for cash in the amount of $500 or more to purchase 
firearms or controlled substances, can result in a lifetime 
ban. Providing false information about one’s household on 
more than one occasion leads to a 10-year ban from public 
assistance.

Benefits of Reporting Public Assistance 
Fraud in Virginia
Each year, thousands of reports are investigated in Virginia. 
More than 10 percent of investigations result in fraud being 
uncovered. In 2017 alone, for example, 1,836 cases of 
fraud were discovered. When beneficiaries of SNAP, TANF, 
WIC and other programs abuse government resources, 
it prevents these services from helping individuals who 
genuinely need assistance. Reporting benefit abuse also 
deters others from attempting fraud. Furthermore, may be 
rewards for reporting abuse in certain benefit programs. 
Rewards are usually not administered for SNAP or TANF 
on the federal level, but local agencies and organizations 
may provide rewards. In general, when it comes to public 
assistance fraud reports, your tip needs to lead to benefits 
being recovered in order for you to receive a reward.

https://forms.oig.hhs.gov/hotlineoperations/index.aspx
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How to Handle Benefit 
Overpayment in Virginia

If you receive too many Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) funds, it means that the Department of Social 
Services (DSS) issued an overpayment. A benefit overpayment is a serious issue that requires you to take action. In many 
cases, an unintentional oversight leads to you receiving too many benefits. However, it is also possible to commit program 
violations intentionally. When you have a SNAP overpayment, you usually need to repay your funds to the DSS in order to settle 
the matter. There are a few options for reimbursing the food stamps program after an overpayment. The DSS will work with 
you to arrange a payment plan that fits your needs. When you disagree with the nature of your overpayment claim or feel you 
are unable to pay back the amount you owe, you can request that the DSS reviews your case. Failing to acknowledge your 
payment obligations leads to personal and legal consequences, even if the overpayment is not your fault.
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Why do Virginia SNAP overpayments 
occur?
There are three ways that you may receive an overpayment 
in SNAP benefits. First, an Agency Error (AE) occurs when 
the DSS made a mistake in your report that resulted in 
you receiving benefits you were not entitled to. Even if 
you do everything right and provide all of the necessary 
application information, AE claims are possible. Second, 
an Inadvertent Household Error (IHE) claim happens when 
you misunderstand the reporting rules or accidentally 
place misinformation on your application. An IHE only 
occurs when you provide inaccurate or incomplete 
materials unintentionally. In other words, IHE claims can 
only happen when you did not intend to collect benefits you 
were not eligible for. Finally, there is an Intentional Program 
Violation (IPV) claim. If you submitted false information in 
order to receive more food stamps than you should have, 
you may be guilty of an IPV. 

You are responsible for paying back your benefits 
regardless of whether or not the error was your fault. Of 
the three overpayment types, an IPV is the most serious 
type of error. However, AE and IHE claims can become just 
as problematic if you fail to respond to DSS notifications 
and pay back your funds.

What happens after a food stamp 
overpayment in Virginia? 
In some cases, you may notice that you are receiving too 
many food stamps from the DSS. If this applies to you, then 
it is necessary to bring the issue to the attention of your 
local benefits office. More often than not, the DSS catches 
overpayment issues. When the DSS finds evidence of too 
many benefits being paid to your account, the department 
is required to send you a letter. Your first notification will 
include a request for repayment of extra SNAP benefits as 
well as a repayment agreement form. 

The DSS is also required to inform you of your right to 
make an appeal. If you are unable to pay the amount that 
you owe, you may discuss payment options by submitting 
an appeal. If approved, your request will initiate a review of 
your case. Start by filling out an Appeal to State Department 

of Social Services form, which is a general request used 
for a variety of public assistance programs. The appeals 
process can result in a fair hearing, during which you can 
explain your financial needs.

If you are able to repay your funds, you have 20 days to 
reply to the initial DSS claim and submit your repayment 
form, indicating how you plan to reimburse the funds. Your 
first payment is due 30 days after you receive the first DSS 
notification. Not responding to your initial letter will result 
in the DSS sending you a follow-up letter every 30 days 
until payments are received. However, if you agree to start 
making payments and fail to submit them, you will receive 
overdue notices instead.

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/fs/intro_page/forms/032-03-0024-10-eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/fs/intro_page/forms/032-03-0024-10-eng.pdf
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Options for Repayment of SNAP Benefits in Virginia
When an overpayment occurs, the adults in the household will be responsible for returning the excess benefits. If a household’s 
sponsor or the authorized representative is responsible for the error, he or she may be held liable for repayments. 
Once the responsible party has been identified, he or she can make payments using one of the following methods: 

Type of Payment How It Works Method of Payment

Allotment reduction

Households currently enrolled in SNAP 
will receive a reduction in their benefits 

until the claim is satisfied. 

AE and IHE claimants will have their 
SNAP benefits reduced by $10 or 10 

percent, whichever is greater. 

IPV claimants receive a $20 or 
20 percent reduction in benefits, 

whichever is greater.

Payment is taken directly from SNAP 
benefits.

Lump sum payment
Households pay their claim in full all at 

once. 
Cash, check or money order

Credit or debit card payments at 
certain offices

Installment payments

Claimants negotiate a payment 
amount and due date with the DSS 

office. 

Participants who fail to make 
payments are subject to collection 

penalties.

Cash, check or money order
Credit or debit card payments at 

certain offices

Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) 
payments

Households with EBT cards may 
use their account help to reduce the 

amount due. 

EBT transfers can be used in addition 
to allotment reductions. 

Payment is taken from EBT account 
balance.

Public service
Eligible individuals can perform public 
service activities if granted permission 

by a court.

Service activities satisfy claims in lieu 
of a payment.
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Penalties for Virginia SNAP Overpayment Violations
Failing to pay your excess benefits back to the DSS is serious regardless of the nature of your claim. If you fail to respond to 
a DSS claim and do not make any payments, your SNAP benefit amount may be reduced if you are still in the program. You 
can receive this penalty if you agree to make payments but miss your deadlines. Additionally, the DSS can report your claim 
to the Treasury Offset Program (TOP) or other debt collection agencies if you fail to make payments. These agencies can do 
the following to collect payments:

• Garnish your wages 
• Intercept your tax refunds 
• Place liens against your property 
• Collect lottery winnings you are entitled to
• Take civil action against you  

If you are guilty of an IPV, you may need to face charges in front of a court. Note that IPV claims can be prosecuted as criminal 
acts. When you are charged with fraud, you will receive court fines and be subject to a jail sentence. 

Furthermore, being found guilty of IPV means that you will be temporarily or permanently barred from SNAP. Your first 
intentional SNAP violation will result in a one-year suspension from the program. Committing a second IPV results in a two-
year ban. Violating the SNAP program for the third time leads to a lifetime disqualification.
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The Commodity Supplemental 
Food Program (CSFP) in Virginia 

The Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP), was designed so that low-income senior citizens can have more food 
security. A variety of nutritious items and educational materials are available through the program. In many cases, seniors 
with little income cannot afford to purchase all of the food they need for their diet. Those enrolled in the program will receive 
a monthly food delivery to help them access proper nutrition. Many people who use CSFP also receive food assistance from 
services such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or other similar programs. However, most CSFP 
participants cannot meet their nutritional needs unless they receive food from more than one source. A CSFP food package 
does not contain all of the items that a beneficiary needs for a month, but it can help participants supplement their existing 
food resources. To learn more about the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) in Virginia, review the sections 
below. 
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What is the CSFP in Virginia?
The CSFP is a federal program operated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). Funds from the CSFP are used to 
purchase foods, which are then distributed to states based on the level of need in each area. Once Virginia receives CSFP 
food items, they are delivered to local food banks that participate in the program. Food banks use the items to assemble food 
packages. These boxes are then available for CSFP beneficiaries. 
Virginia became a CSFP participant in 2016, making this a relatively new program in the state. As a result, it is not available 
everywhere in the state yet. Benefits should become available in more locations throughout the state as the popularity of the 
program grows. 

Eligibility for CSFP in Virginia
To receive food packages from CSFP, you must meet age and income requirements. Because the program is designed to 
prevent malnourishment, you may need to have your dietary needs checked as well. This requirement varies based on where 
you receive benefits. The CSFP was once open to a wider group of people but changed its qualifications in 2014. Currently, 
you must be 60 years of age or older to receive benefits from the program. Prior to 2014, you could enroll if you were a woman 
raising an infant or child. However, you can no longer sign up unless you are a senior citizen. There is one exception to who can 
receive benefits from CSFP. If you enrolled as a mother raising an infant or child prior to 2014, you can continue participating in 
CSFP as long as you meet the original eligibility criteria. Because Virginia did not implement the program until 2016, it is only 
important to note this requirement if you received benefits in a different state and recently moved to Virginia.

In addition to being 60 years of age or older, you must meet income requirements. Currently, your household income needs 
to be at or below 130 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL) to enroll in the CSFP. Refer to the table below for more details 
on income: 

Household Size Annual Income Monthly Income Weekly Income 
1 $15,782 $1,315 $304
2 $21,398 $1,783 $412
3 $27,014 $2,251 $520
4 $32,630 $2,719 $628
5 $38,246 $3,187 $736
6 $43,862 $3,655 $844

Each additional household 
member

Add $5,616 for each member Add $468 for each member Add $108 for each additional 
member
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 How to Apply for CSFP in Virginia 
Because CSFP is a relatively new program in Virginia, 
there is not an online application portal. Instead, you 
may find information on applying by reaching out to the 
Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 
(VDACS). Contact the VDACS food distribution department 
at 804-786-0532. 

Food under the CSFP is also provided by certain food 
banks. The Virginia Federation of Food Banks is in charge 
of administering facilities throughout the state. You 
can contact a food bank in your area if you want more 
information on applying for CSFP. Another way to sign up 
for benefits is to receive a referral to a food shelf. Public 
assistance organizations such as the Red Cross, Salvation 
Army and others frequently refer participants to other 
social service programs, such as those offered at food 
shelves. 

Benefits Provided by CSFP in Virginia 
The primary goal of the CSFP is to make nutritious food 
packages available to seniors in need. Monthly food 
packages can either be delivered to participants’ homes or 
picked up in person at participating food shelf locations. 
Many homebound seniors find home delivery to be 
beneficial. Boxes do not contain all of the food participants 
need to survive each month. Instead, the items are meant 
to supplement what a senior already has on hand. CSFP 
items can be included in a variety of recipes for added 
nutritional value. Packages typically include the following 
types of food: 

• Canned fruits and vegetables
• Low-fat cheese, dairy and shelf-stable products 

such as powdered milk 
• Whole grain pasta, bread and cereal
• Protein options such as beans, poultry, fish and 

certain types of meat
• 

The items in CSFP boxes are intended to follow heart-
healthy diet guidelines. In most cases, foods are low in 
sodium and fat, but high in protein, iron and vitamins. 
A secondary function of the CSFP is to educate 
participants on their dietary needs. Nutritional guidelines 

change with age, so it is important for seniors to have 
access to relevant information. CSFP boxes often include 
informational sheets on how to use the commodities and 
on the nutritional value of each item.

How to Use Virginia CSFP Benefits
Note that CSFP deliveries include items that you need to 
prepare yourself. Unlike other food delivery options, this 
program does not provide ready-to-eat meals. To help you 
utilize all of the food in a delivery box, the USDA provides 
a variety of recipes and food fact sheets on each type 
of commodity available. These resources are specific to 
food delivery services, meaning that you can usually make 
recipes with CSFP items in addition to basic ingredients 
you have on hand. The USDA fact sheets provide nutritional 
information and tips on storing and preparing the foods 
you receive.

http://vafoodbanks.org/
https://whatscooking.fns.usda.gov/search/recipes/program/food-distribution-fdd-175
https://whatscooking.fns.usda.gov/fdd/household-material-fact-sheets?field_fs_type_value=0
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WIC Program in Virginia

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children is more commonly referred to as WIC. 
Because the program sounds similar to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and offers some of the same 
nutritional benefits, many people consider SNAP and WIC to be the same program. However, they are separate and have 
different eligibility criteria. WIC is specifically for women who are pregnant, breastfeeding or taking care of children who are 
younger than five years of age. SNAP, on the other hand, has somewhat broader eligibility criteria. In addition to nutritional 
supplements, WIC offers several services that pregnant women and mothers with young children can benefit from. A variety 
of education and support resources are available to participants in WIC. In order to get WIC, applicants must meet a variety of 
requirements relating to income, residency and health needs. When approved for the program, WIC participants can use their 
benefits to purchase basic food essentials and receive counseling and referral services offered by the program.
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WIC Benefits in Virginia
The WIC program exists as a safety net for low-income women raising young children. WIC fulfils its mission by offering a 
variety of benefits to eligible individuals. First, the program provides nutritional education to pregnant women and recent 
mothers. Second, women can receive breastfeeding support resources. Third, participants receive funds to buy nutritious 
foods at the grocery store. Lastly, women and children in the program can receive health screenings and referrals for medical 
needs. Referrals are also given when participants are eligible for additional types of public assistance.

Who can apply for WIC in Virginia?
To be eligible for WIC, you must meet categorical, residential, financial and nutritional criteria. These qualifications are verified 
by WIC clinics that are administered by the Virginia Health Department. You must be pregnant, nursing, raising an infant or 
raising a child who is younger than five years of age to meet the categorical requirements. If you are pregnant, WIC clinics 
accept your word as proof of your pregnancy. You do not have to undergo testing to confirm that you are pregnant. In the 
unfortunate event that you lose your baby, you must inform your WIC clinic in order to have your eligibility reviewed. Next, you 
must be a resident of Virginia to receive services from WIC clinics in the state. U.S. citizenship is not required. 

To meet the financial criteria for getting WIC, you need to qualify as low income. Your annual, monthly or weekly income 
must be at or below the levels in the following table in order to qualify. If you are pregnant, count two household members for 
yourself instead of one.

Household Members Annual Income Monthly Income Weekly Income
1 $22,311 $1,860 $430
2 $30,044 $2,504 $578
3 $37,777 $3,149 $727
4 $45,510 $3,793 $876
5 $53,243 $4,437 $1,024
6 $60,976 $5,082 $1,173

Each additional member Add $7,733 per member Add $645 per member Add $149 per member

Note that your financial eligibility is only based on certain types of income. If you receive benefits from SNAP, the National 
School Lunch Program, disaster relief or energy assistance programs, any funds you receive do not count as income. 
Furthermore, bank loans, student loans, work study payments and other similar assets should not be included in your income.
Finally, to meet the nutritional qualifications for WIC, you will need to be evaluated by a WIC clinic. You are considered to be at 
risk if you have any abnormal nutritional conditions or any nutrition-related medical conditions. Deficiencies in your diet, such 
as a lack of fruits or vegetables, can qualify as a nutritional risk. 

Applying for WIC in Virginia
You may apply for WIC online or by visiting a WIC office in your area. WIC clinics are administered by dozens of health 
districts throughout the state. If you do not know where to find a clinic, start by finding your local health department here. An 
application can be filled out in person. Alternatively, you can apply for WIC online. The online application process requires that 
you go through a prescreening, in which you will answer questions about your income, residency and household size. After 
the screening, you must register for an account in order to save your application. Next, you will enter your family information, 
choose a local clinic and provide your family’s health information. Finally, you will pick an appointment time.

http://www.vdh.virginia.gov/local-health-districts/
https://www.myvawic.org/
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No matter which method you use to apply for WIC, you must 
visit your WIC office in person to complete the process. 
Every applicant needs to have a nutrition screening and 
a certification interview. During the appointment, a WIC 
caseworker will evaluate your income, residency and 
health to make sure you qualify for the program. During the 
certification interview be prepared to show the following 
documents: 

• A pay stub, bank statement, tax return or benefit 
check to verify your income 

• Proof of identification in the form of a driver’s 
license, birth certificate, Social Security card, 
military ID, welfare ID, Medicaid card or another 
valid document 

• A utility bill, mortgage statement, rental 
agreement or mail showing your residential 
address 

 
How to Use Virginia WIC Benefits
After your screening appointment at a WIC office, you will 
receive a notification of whether or not you are eligible for 
WIC. When you qualify for the program, a WIC caseworker 
will have you sign a participant rights and responsibilities 
letter. You also get a WIC manual that explains all of your 
benefits. To receive nutrition education and referrals, you 
can schedule appointments with your WIC office. Finally, 
you will receive instructions on how to use your WIC food 
benefits. Note that using your funds requires shopping at 
stores that partner with the WIC program. Not all grocery 
stores work with WIC. Furthermore, you can usually only 
buy certain types of food, brands and quantities with your 
benefits. Common foods you can purchase include: 

• Bread, cereal and other grains 
• Juice, fruits and vegetables 
• Milk, cheese, butter and eggs 
• Fish and soy-based proteins
• Formula for infants that are not breastfed  

Your benefits will be issued on an eWIC card or in the form 
of vouchers. If you use an eWIC card, it will have a PIN and 
work like a debit card. Remember that if you are buying 

other foods in addition to WIC foods, your card or vouchers 
can only be used for the approved items.
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Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition 
Program in Virginia 

Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) helps 
low-income older adults access fresh foods during the 
growing season. Unlike other food assistance programs, 
SFMNP is not available statewide. Many areas in 
Virginia participate in the program, but it is necessary for 
participants to live in a county or city within the program 
area. Eligibility for SFMNP is also based on age and 
income. Because the program is only available for a few 
months of the year, it is not intended to provide all of a 
beneficiary’s nutritional needs. Instead, enrolling in SFMNP 
is a way for participants to supplement their other food 
resources. Many people already receive benefits from 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) or the 
Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP) before 
enrolling in SFMNP. It is possible to be eligible for and 
enrolled in more than one of these programs at a time.  

Virginia SFMNP Eligibility Requirements
Before you can participate in SFMNP in Virginia, you must 
meet a variety of criteria. Your eligibility is based on how 
old you are, what your household income is and where 
you live. First, you need to be 60 years of age or older to 
participate. Second, you must have an income at or below 
185 percent of the poverty level. To meet this guideline, 
you must have an annual income of:  

• $22,459 or less if you are single. 
• $30,451 or less for couples. 

Finally, you need to live in a county or city where farmers 
markets participate in SFMNP. If you live in a city or county 
listed in the table below, you may receive benefits from 
SFMNP. Note the program name and contact information 
for each area, as you will need to get in touch with your 
Area Agency on Aging in order to apply. 
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Organization Name Areas Served Contact Information 
Appalachian Agency for Senior 

Citizens, Inc.
Counties: Buchanan, Dickenson, 

Russell and Tazewell
1-800-656-2272 
276-964-4915

District Three Senior Services Counties: Bland, Carroll, Grayson, 
Smyth, Washington and Wythe

Cities: Bristol and Galax

1-800-541-0933 
276-783-8157

Mountain Empire Older Citizens, Inc. Counties: Wise
Cities: Norton

 

1-800-252-6362
276-523-4202

Arlington Agency on Aging Counties: Arlington 703-228-1700

Senior Services of Southeastern 
Virginia

Counties: Wight and Southampton 
Cities: Chesapeake, Franklin, Norfolk, 

Portsmouth, Suffolk and Virginia Beach

757-461-9481
757-963-9231

City of Emporia Counties: Greensville 
Cities: Emporia

434-634-3332

Eastern Shore Area Agency on Aging 
Community Action Agency, Inc.

Counties: Accomack and Northampton

 

1-800-452-5977
757-442-9652

Valley Program for Aging Services, Inc. Counties: Augusta and Highland 1-800-868-8727
540-949-7141

Southern Area Agency on Aging, Inc. Counties: Henry, Franklin, Patrick and 
Pittsylvania 

Cities: Danville and Martinsville 

1-800-468-4571
276-632-6442

Lake Country Area Agency on Aging Counties: Halifax 
Cities: South Boston 

1-800-252-4464 
434-447-7661 

Piedmont Senior Resources Area 
Agency on Aging

Counties: Prince Edward
Cities: Blackstone and Farmville

1-800-995-6918 
434-767-5588 
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Process of Applying for SFMNP in 
Virginia 
Signing up for SFMNP requires that you contact the area 
agency on aging where you live. If your city or county is not 
listed in the table above, you may not receive benefits from 
SFMNP at this time. However, you can still reach out to 
your local organization just to make sure. Some agencies 
have websites and allow you to apply for benefits online, 
while others will require that you visit in person to submit 
an application. Mailed-in applications will be accepted at 
most locations. If you have additional questions about 
how to apply, calling one of the phone numbers above will 
provide you with the assistance you need.

Because SFMNP is not a statewide program, there is no 
centralized location where you can get an application. 
Forms vary by agency, but will generally require you 
to enter your name, address, contact information and 
demographic details. Remember that eligibility is based on 
your income, and as such, you should be prepared to share 
your household income.

When you apply for SFMNP, there are a few important 
things to be aware of. First, spots are somewhat limited 
and you may not be accepted even if you meet all of the 
eligibility requirements. Applications are not prioritized 
based on need, like they are in some other public assistance 
programs. Instead, they are always processed on a first 
come-first served basis. Second, you need to apply every 
year once you get accepted. For this reason, it is important 
to learn the application deadlines used by your area agency 
on aging. Applying right away will help you secure a place 
in the program each year. Unfortunately, you may not 
receive benefits every year if there are not enough spots 
available and you do not apply on time.

Benefits of the Virginia SFMNP Program
The best benefit of SFMNP is that participants have 
access to fresh, locally grown produce during the entire 
growing season. Most fruits and vegetables are in season 
from June through August, but other types of produce 
can be available all summer and fall. Many people who 
participate in SFMNP are also enrolled in SNAP, TEFAP 
or CSFP. However, these programs do not usually give 
beneficiaries access to local produce. By enrolling in 
SFMNP, participants can supplement their existing food 
resources with fresh ingredients.

How to Use SFMNP Benefits in Virginia
Once you are enrolled in SFMNP, your benefits will arrive in 
the form of vouchers or checks. You may receive these all 
at once or on a weekly basis, depending on the organization 
that issues your benefits. Expect to receive $40 in checks, 
which may come in the form of eight $5 checks throughout 
the season. Some areas issue $80 worth of vouchers for 
couples and $40 for single participants. Once you receive 
your benefits, you can spend them at any participating 
farmer’s market, community-supported agriculture 
organization (CSA) or roadside produce stand. If you do 
not know where to begin, look for community bulletins on 
local markets. You can also browse farmer’s markets and 
CSAs in Virginia here. Remember that even if there is a 
farmer’s market in your area, its vendors may or may not 
work with SFMNP. 

One final note to keep in mind is that your benefits can 
only be used to purchase edible items. This includes 
vegetables, fruit, honey, herbs, meat, home-canned items 
and other similar foods. If a farmer’s market vendor sells 
non-food items, you cannot use your SFMNP funds on 
them. For example, you cannot usually use your benefits 
to buy fresh-cut flower arrangements, soaps or other 
handmade items not meant for consumption. 

http://www.vdacs.virginia.gov/vagrown/#.shtml


Virginia Department of Social Services Guide | 57

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) in Virginia

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program in Virginia is instrumental in helping low-income families 
afford basic needs. The program focuses on offering benefits that promote in-home childcare, education and other measures 
to prevent out-of-wedlock pregnancies, encourage two-parent families and promote employment. TANF offices are spread 
throughout Virginia counties to ensure that all eligible residents have access to benefits and other services. As its name 
suggests, the program offers temporary, supplemental assistance. It encourages families to seek out additional sources of 
income and to avoid relying completely on TANF cash benefits. 

Since the TANF program addresses unemployment and attempts to foster independent families, work requirements apply to 
applicants and beneficiaries through the Virginia Initiative for Employment not Welfare (VIEW) program. These requirements 
dictate that residents must participate in work-related activities for a minimum number of hours each week. Other eligibility 
restrictions include citizenship and residency requirements, as well as income limits. Understanding temporary assistance 
for needy families is an important part of receiving the right welfare coverage. All residents considering applying for TANF 
benefits for themselves, their families or other residents should be familiar with the program prior to applying. To learn more 
about eligibility guidelines, the benefits of TANF, the application process or the possible extension of benefits, review the 
following articles. 
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Eligibility for TANF in Virginia

Originally known as the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) 
has redefined welfare by implementing work requirements and other eligibility restrictions meant to reduce dependency on 
government assistance. Qualified families must meet various eligibility criteria to be considered for enrollment. Once enrolled, 
families face additional guidelines in order to continue receiving benefits. Their eligibility, for example, depends on their 
participation in work-related activities through the Virginia’s Initiative for Employment not Welfare (VIEW) program. Because 
TANF is a cash assistance program, income limits are essential to determining eligibility, and interviews are held to further 
assess applicants based on criteria and extenuating circumstances. To learn about TANF eligibility requirements and the 
details applicants must disclose to be considered for enrollment, consult the following sections.
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Who can receive TANF benefits in Virginia? 
Any resident may apply for TANF benefits, but not every resident is eligible to receive them. Due to the nature of the TANF 
program in Virginia, to qualify for benefits, applicants must be residents of the state and be an adult who provides care for 
a child. If adult caregivers other than parents (i.e., relatives or specified nonrelatives) do not qualify for TANF benefits for 
reasons other than income, children may be able to receive benefits despite the adults’ ineligibility. These TANF cases are 
known as child-only cases and make up a moderate portion of all TANF cases throughout the nation.

Contrary to popular belief, residents who are already employed may receive TANF benefits. While they may not receive as 
much in benefits as their unemployed counterparts, they are still eligible to receive TANF benefits for themselves and their 
families. Because TANF imposes a work requirement on beneficiaries through the VIEW program, which seeks to reward work 
efforts, some residents may be able to supplement their incomes by working longer hours. Residents earning child support 
are also eligible for TANF benefits. In fact, not only are residents with child support allowed to enroll in TANF and receive 
benefits, but they are required to collaborate with the Virginia Division of Child Support Enforcement (DCSE) to facilitate the 
collection of child support while enrolled in TANF. 

Note: Because TANF and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) have the same eligibility requirements, the 
applications for the two programs are conjoined, so it is possible to apply and enroll in both programs at the same time.
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TANF Eligibility Requirements in Virginia
The main eligibility requirement for the TANF program in Virginia addresses incomes. Qualified residents’ gross household 
incomes must not exceed 185 percent of the standard of assistance in their locality groups. There are three locality groups to 
which different counties and cities are assigned. A list of the maximum monthly incomes eligible TANF families can receive 
based on their locality groups and the size of their assistance groups is provided below.

Size of Assistance Group Locality Group 1 Locality Group 2 Locality Group 3
1 $279 $337 $470
2 444 494 627
3 568 622 757
4 688 742 877
5 812 877 1,043
6 914 981 1,141
7 1,030 1,095 1,262
8 1,156 1,223 1,389
9 1,264 1,332 1,499

10 1,384 1,450 1,615

For each additional resident in an assistant group, monthly income maximums are raised by $120. Residents should contact 
their local Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS) offices to determine in which locality group they reside. Applicants 
must present evidence of earned incomes. In addition to meeting income requirements, qualified applicants must live in 
Virginia and be U.S. citizens or eligible immigrants. Proofs of residency, Social Security Number (SSN) and identity are also 
required to receive TANF benefits.

All families eligible for TANF benefits must have at least one dependent child listed in their assistance groups. Therefore, all 
assistance groups must contain the following members to be eligible for benefits:

• The natural or adoptive parents who live in the same household as the child or children
• All blood-related or adopted siblings of the dependent child for which benefits are requested (including married or 

emancipated minors)

A dependent child is defined as a minor relying on financial or other support from a relative or legal guardian. For children to 
be eligible for TANF benefits in Virginia, they must:

• Be younger than 18 years old.
• Be expected to graduate from high school before turning 19.
• Attend school regularly if between the ages of five and 18 years old.
• Reside with a parent or other relative.
• Be U.S. citizens or eligible immigrants.

Each child’s eligibility will be determined independently, and the DSS will ensure that all other children within an applying 
household receive TANF benefits if eligible. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
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Finally, to maintain existing TANF benefits and eligibility, some families must satisfy good conduct requirements. These 
requirements pertain to work and require TANF beneficiaries to work or participate in work-related activities for a minimum 
of 35 hours per. While full-time employment is the goal of the VIEW program, which oversees TANF work requirements, job 
readiness programs, appropriate evaluations, job training and other services can count toward the work requirement.

Who is not eligible for TANF in Virginia?
Any resident who does not meet the eligibility requirements is not eligible to receive TANF benefits. Additionally, children born 
or adopted more than 10 months after TANF beneficiaries have enrolled in the program will not be eligible for TANF benefits 
in the state. Felons convicted of drug possession or more serious charges may not receive TANF benefits, according to a 
statewide ban.
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TANF Program Benefits 
in Virginia

Temporary Assistance of Needy Families (TANF) benefits in Virginia are designed to help low-income families become 
financially independent. Additionally, all provided benefits promote TANF’s purposes, which are to assist needy families, allow 
children to safely reside in their homes with their caregivers, encourage two-parent families and create job opportunities. TANF 
offices are located throughout most Virginia cities to supply continuous and accessible benefits to TANF recipients. While the 
program is considered cash assistance, families enrolled in TANF may benefit from various other services the program funds 
and supports, such as childcare. However, families must maintain their eligibility to receive benefits, which includes abiding by 
work requirements. This means that most beneficiaries must work in exchange for their benefits via the Virginia Initiative for 
Employment not Welfare (VIEW) program. Although some residents may be exempt from this TANF benefit requirement, the 
inclusion of VIEW in the TANF program affects the amount of benefits families may receive and their benefit periods. To learn 
which TANF benefits families may be eligible for, review the following sections. 
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What benefits are available under 
TANF? 
The central aspect of Virginia TANF benefits involves 
monthly cash payments to all recipients. These cash 
payments are directly sent to Electronic Benefit Transfer 
(EBT) cards. The cards can be used like debit cards at 
retailers and stores throughout the state. Using the EBT 
cards, TANF beneficiaries can easily monitor their benefits 
and spending habits. The cards require TANF beneficiaries 
to create a personal identification number (PIN) to secure 
their benefits and ensure others do not have access to 
their EBT cards. 

However, TANF benefits include more than cash payments. 
Because TANF benefits are designed to decrease the 
prevalence of dependency on government funds and 
assistance, the welfare program emphasizes services that 
families can learn from to avoid future problems. TANF 
provides the following services that are unrelated to cash 
assistance:

• Childcare
• Transportation
• Mental health counseling
• Marriage counseling
• Child abuse prevention
• Early intervention

These services can help beneficiaries learn how to care for 
themselves and their families to assert their independence. 
To utilize these services, residents must demonstrate 
the need for them. For instance, working families may 
be provided childcare services at no extra cost if they 
are unable to care for their children and maintain their 
employment at the same time. Transportation services 
can give more families the ability to use counseling and 
childcare services when necessary. 

Employment services are also provided through TANF. 
A complete list of job-specific VA programs TANF 
beneficiaries may take advantage of can be found here. 
Because the TANF program maintains similar eligibility 
requirements as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), many TANF beneficiaries receive SNAP 

benefits as well as TANF benefits. This means that in 
addition to cash assistance, beneficiaries may receive 
food benefits in the form of additional EBT card payments. 
Beneficiaries will be able to purchase approved food items 
using their EBT cards at supporting locations. However, 
SNAP benefits are only available to TANF beneficiaries 
who do not indicate that they are applying only to TANF 
on their applications. Those Virginia residents who choose 
to abstain from being simultaneously assessed for SNAP 
eligibility will not receive SNAP benefits unless they submit 
a separate SNAP application.

TANF Benefits Time Limits 
The length of the TANF benefit period depends on the type 
of services beneficiaries utilize. For instance, residents 
who participate in the Virginia Initiative for Employment 
not Welfare (VIEW) program may receive a maximum of 
24 months of TANF benefits, whereas TANF beneficiaries 
who are not required to participate in VIEW can receive 
TANF benefits for up to 60 months in their lifetimes as 
determined by federal law. Because of the reduced benefit 
period for VIEW participants, certain residents enrolled 
in VIEW may qualify for extended TANF benefits due to 
hardship exceptions. 

TANF benefits do not need to be collected consecutively 
to count towards the lifetime totals, and any TANF benefits 
received in other states are included in total benefit 
calculations. Additionally, TANF benefit periods accrue for 
residents individually, but when one parent has reach the 
TANF benefit limit, the entire family becomes ineligible for 
future benefits.

While some residents who have received TANF benefits in 
the past may be eligible to receive additional TANF benefits 
beyond the 60- or 24-month limit, most residents’ benefits 
are automatically terminated and any future applications 
for benefits are denied after this period. However, residents 
who have been enrolled in the TANF program as children 
may still receive TANF benefits as adults. Also, months 
in which no TANF benefits are distributed to families as 
a result of state policies, benefit limitations or temporary 
sanctions will not count toward the TANF benefit lifetime 
limit.

Note: Benefits cannot be suspended or reduced in an 
attempt to extend TANF benefit periods.

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/tanf/employment_advancement/ea_programs.pdf


Virginia Department of Social Services Guide | 64

Virginia TANF Benefit Amounts 
Virginia TANF benefits are calculated based on total household income. First, TANF eligibility must be evaluated. To calculate 
anticipated TANF cash benefit amounts, the Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS) determines how much countable 
income the assistance group (i.e., the group of residents living together and receiving TANF benefits) has and subtracts the 
standard deduction based on the size of the assistance group. Standard deductions are as follows:

Size of Assistance Group Standard Deduction Amount
1 to 3 residents $155

4 residents $168
5 residents $197

6 or more residents $226

An extra 20 percent deduction in gross income is applied to eligible families. The deduction of anticipated expenses up to the 
allowable maximum expense deduction is also applied. 

Once the new income value is determined, the DSS will add unearned income, decide the right standard of assistance based 
on the county in which the TANF assistance group lives and subtract the gross income from the standard of assistance 
established for that particular county.

While this calculation may be complicated and involve many factors, residents may expect a standard monthly TANF payment 
amount based on previous accounts. In Jan. of 2016, for instance, each Virginia TANF beneficiary received an average of 
$129.77 as a monthly cash payment. 
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How to Apply for TANF in Virginia

Applying for the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program involves completing an application for benefits 
issued by the Virginia Department of Social Services (DSS). All TANF applications are also automatically considered for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) unless applicants mark the box corresponding to a TANF-only application. 
Applicants should answer each question on the TANF application form honestly and provide sufficient information for the 
form to be processed. Additionally, applicants should understand what happens to their applications once returned to ensure 
they consent to all processing measures and investigations. Applicants should also be sure that they complete the application 
using the residents’ information for whom they are applying if they are not applying for themselves. To learn how to apply for 
TANF in Virginia, complete the application form and provide the correct information, consult the sections below.
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TANF Application Methods in Virginia
To apply for TANF benefits in Virginia, residents have two 
main options. Applicants for TANF can either apply online 
here or complete a physical application and bring it to any 
local DSS office branch. If residents complete their TANF 
applications online, they must sign in or create an account 
or through CommonHelp by submitting their names and 
creating a username and password. Residents may also 
submit their email addresses and phone numbers to 
assist with account recovery and receive updates on their 
accounts. Once residents make their accounts, they may 
take an eligibility screening test to assess their eligibility in 
the TANF program prior to applying online. 

While the screening test is not required, it represents an 
opportunity for many residents to check their eligibility. 
If the online screening test claims that applicants qualify 
for TANF benefits, then they may be less anxious when 
waiting for the final benefit determination and can better 
understand the TANF program. CommonHelp enables 
residents to check existing benefits and report changes 
that may have occurred after TANF applications have been 
submitted.

To apply for TANF benefits in person or by mail using a 
print application, residents may download an application 
online here, obtain a print application from a DSS location 
or request that a print application be mailed to them by 
calling a DSS location that services their area. After 
receiving the form, residents must complete it to the best 
of their abilities and return it in person or by mail to their 
local DSS office. Residents may utilize this online search 
tool to locate the departments that service their counties or 
refer to the alphabetical list of all VDSS agencies provided 
on the same page. Contact information is included for 
each DSS office, so residents can find the closest office 
and ensure their applications are properly addressed.

For each application method, residents will be prompted 
to schedule eligibility interviews to further evaluate their 
applications and eligibility and to sign an Agreement of 
Personal Responsibility (APR) if able to work. All online and 
print applications must be completed in full and submitted 
by the date of the scheduled interview. A DSS agent will 

contact applicants to schedule interviews when their 
applications have been processed.

Required Information
Each applicant must provide certain information on his 
or her TANF application to prove his or her eligibility and 
identity. This information includes the applicant’s name, 
address, Social Security Number (SSN) and phone number, 
as well as the primary language spoken in the household, 
the preferred method of contact (i.e., text messages, 
emails or letters) and any disqualifications resulting from 
program violations or felonies. Next, residents are required 
to list the following information for all household members, 
even those who are not applying for benefits:

• Names
• Genders
• Marital statuses
• Education histories
• Citizenship statuses
• Birth dates
• Veteran statuses
• Disabilities
• Relationship to the applicant (e.g., mother, father, 

daughter)

If extra space is required to list every household resident, 
applicants may include the information on a separate 
sheet of paper or request additional forms.

Income information is also required for all TANF applicants. 
Funds attained from any of the following means must be 
reported on the application:

• Wages or salary
• Contract income
• Vacation pay
• Commissions, bonuses or tips
• Sick pay
• Babysitting or child care
• Domestic work
• Self-employment 

Any other money from work must also be recorded. 

https://commonhelp.virginia.gov/access/
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/tanf/forms/032-03-0824-33-eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
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Applicants should also include the names of employers, 
pay rates, starting dates, ending dates and pay schedules 
for all jobs. Other government assistance money must also 
be listed. While a list of financial resources is not required 
for residents who are only applying to TANF, applicants 
who are also applying to SNAP or other benefits must list 
all assets as required by the application.

Finally, TANF applicants must list the names of all children 
for whom they are applying. The children’s names must 
be accompanied by the names of their parents and 
immunization records. 
The following documents must be brought to TANF 
interviews:

• Photo ID
• Proof of Virginia residency
• Proof of income
• Birth certificates for all children
• Proof of Social Security Numbers (SSN)

 
Applicants’ signatures give the DSS permission to compare 
information on TANF applications to federal, state and local 
records. Endorsing the application may also constitute 
approval for participation in studies related to public 
benefit programs. If residents choose not to allow the DSS 
to conduct investigations or record searches, they may 
indicate this preference by checking the box labeled “I do 
not allow” at the bottom of the application. Residents must 
mark the correct box answering the question of whether the 
applicant completed the application for themselves or not. 
 

When should you apply for TANF in 
Virginia?
Applicants are encouraged to apply for TANF in Virginia 
as soon as they experience significant financial need. 
Any resident may apply regardless of his or her eligibility. 
However, residents should be sure to apply when they 
can fulfill good conduct requirements, including the 
work criteria. Residents should also consider TANF time 
restrictions that limit the amount of time residents may 
collect benefits. If residents have received TANF benefits 
previously, they may wish to delay future applications until 
necessary to preserve TANF benefits. 
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TANF Application Denials 
and Appeals in Virginia

Residents are denied TANF benefits for various reasons. However, most denials occur due to ineligibility as determined by 
the Virginia Department of Social Services (VDSS). On some occasions, denials may be wrongly issued or not explained 
thoroughly. In these instances, residents are encouraged to seek more information on their TANF benefit denials and decide 
whether an appeal may be a viable option to secure potentially deserved TANF benefits. TANF benefits are essential for 
many low-income families with children that struggle to find work or support themselves, therefore residents who are denied 
benefits have the authority to ask the VDSS to reevaluate their eligibility and acknowledge any legitimate barriers they face to 
receiving TANF benefits. While TANF denials are an unfortunate reality for some VA residents, many denials can be appealed, 
and residents can learn to avoid TANF denials by understanding why applications are denied in the first place. To learn about 
TANF denials and how to appeal TANF decisions, consult the following sections. 
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Common Reasons for TANF Enrollment 
Denials
Residents may experience a TANF benefits denial in VA 
due to various eligibility factors and program regulations. 
A list of the most common reasons residents are denied 
benefits through TANF is provided below:

• You do not meet income requirements.
• You do not care for a child eligible for TANF 

benefits.
• You do not agree to work requirements.
• You do not comply with the VA Division of Child 

Support Enforcement (DCSE) regarding child 
support payments.

• You have committed an intentional program 
violation (IPV) resulting in a benefits 
disqualification.

• You do not complete your TANF applications 
fully.

• You fail to update information within the 10-day 
time limit when personal details change. 

Residents may also be denied TANF benefits if they are 
already enrolled other assistance programs or do not have 
sufficient documentation proving their identity, residency, 
citizenship or Social Security Numbers (SSNs). Also, if 
residents have already reached their maximum TANF 
benefit limit of 60 months, or 24 months for residents 
participating in the Virginia Initiative for Work Not Welfare 
(VIEW) program, then they are automatically ineligible 
from attaining future TANF benefits. 

While unlikely and in violation of TANF guidelines, 
some residents may be denied TANF benefits due to 
discrimination. If residents believe that their applications 
were disregarded or denied for this reason, they are 
encouraged to file a complaint against the program to 
resolve the error and prevent future cases of discrimination. 
To file a complaint, residents can complete the complaint 
form found online here or at a local USDA office and deliver 
it to the USDA. If mailing the completed form, residents 
may address the complaint forms with the following 
address:

U.S. Department of Agriculture Office of the Assistant 
Secretary for Civil Rights 1400 Independence Avenue, SW 
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410

TANF benefit denials are disappointing, and more TANF 
applications were denied than accepted during some 
months in 2016 and 2017. For instance, in March of 2017, 
1,405 applications were approved in VA compared to 1,712 
denied applications. To reduce the possibility of TANF 
denials, residents should be familiar with these common 
reasons for benefit denials and understand their rights to 
appeals.

How will you be notified of your TANF 
application rejection in Virginia? 
Written print or electronic correspondence will be sent from 
the VDSS informing residents that their TANF applications 
have been denied depending on residents’ preferred 
method of contact as stated in the TANF application. TANF 
rejections notices will feature the following information 
regarding benefit denials:

• The reason for the rejection
• A summary of collected TANF benefits, if 

applicable
• A case number
• Contact information for caseworker 

If residents are suspected of committing an intentional 
program violation that may disqualify them from receiving 
TANF benefits, they will receive a notice with information 
on their Administrative Disqualification Hearings (ADHs). 
These hearings will review IPV convictions and determine 
residents’ eligibility in the TANF program based on the 
results of the hearing. While a pending ADH will not affect 
residents’ participation in TANF, an ADH may delay benefits. 
A notice containing the following information will be sent 
to residents at least 30 days before the scheduled hearing: 

• The suspected IPV 
• Evidence of the IPV
• The hearing date and location
• How to reschedule the hearing
• How to contact the hearing officer 

A TANF denial notice will be delivered to residents who 
receive a guilty verdict following their hearings.
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TANF Appeals in Virginia
VA TANF appeals are formal disputes against the VDSS’ 
TANF benefit determination in court. TANF appeals may 
be requested by beneficiaries for the following reasons:

• The beneficiary disagrees with a benefit change 
notice

• TANF benefits end without warning or for 
supposed unwarranted reasons

• TANF benefits are reduced
• Exemptions from work requirements are denied
• Reasons for not facilitating child support 

payments are denied
• No or insufficient work allowances are granted 

Residents should be sure that they disagree with the VDSS 
prior to requesting appeals and participating in the legal 
proceedings. Appeals may involve seeking legal counsel 
and other legal guidance, therefore, residents should 
ensure they have all required evidence and representation 
prior to requesting appeals.
 

The Steps Required to Complete a TANF 
Appeal in Virginia
To complete a timely TANF denial appeal, residents must 
fill out and submit a form within 30 days after receiving 
written notice of the denial. However, a TANF appeal may 
be made orally. All written or oral appeals must contain the 
following information:

• The action the VDSS is proposing 
• The reason why residents oppose the action
• Contact information of legal representatives, if 

applicable
• The signature of the resident requesting the 

appeal
• The date the benefit notice was received

 
Written TANF appeals may be mailed to the VDSS at the 
following address:

Hearing and Legal Services Manager Virginia Department 
of Social Services 801 East Main Street Richmond, Virginia 
23219-2901

The steps for appealing TANF denial letters are as follows:

1. Request an appeal verbally or using the written 
application form.

2. Submit the form to the VDSS by mail.
3. Wait for a hearing date to be decided.
4. Reschedule hearing date if necessary.
5. Attend the hearing.
6. Receive verdict. 

Note: Residents can continue receiving TANF assistance 
until a decision is made on the appeal.
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TANF Benefit Extensions 
in Virginia

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) benefit extensions are offered to Virginia residents currently participating 
in the Virginia Initiative for Employment not Welfare (VIEW) program. While TANF benefits have lifetime limits of 24 months 
of consecutive benefits, hardship exceptions allow residents to receive benefits beyond the lifetime limit. The potential for 
benefit extensions enables residents to become fully independent and utilize TANF benefits when they need to. Because some 
residents may not be able to complete employment training or provide for their families after TANF benefits end, the Virginia 
Department of Social Services (DSS) extends some TANF benefits to eligible families. However, the benefits residents obtain 
through extended TANF may not equate to full TANF benefits, and additional eligibility criteria must be met in order to receive 
extended TANF. To learn how TANF extensions are issued and operated in the state and how they may help families face 
financial difficulties, consult the following sections.
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TANF Extensions in Virginia 
Only certain states offer TANF extensions to residents, 
and Virginia TANF extensions are awarded to residents 
who have already met their TANF quotas yet still require 
assistance. While federal law dictates that TANF benefits 
generally conclude after 24 months of benefits, only some 
TANF beneficiaries may receive benefits past this period. 
Although this restriction allows more TANF beneficiaries 
to enter the program and receive assistance, it can pose 
problems. TANF extensions are meant to address issues 
regarding inadequate time to complete job activities and 
to find employment for residents in the Virginia Initiative 
for Employment not Welfare (VIEW) program. 

While extending TANF benefits can help families recover 
from financial hardships and stretch benefit payments, the 
number of families receiving assistance for more than 24 
months cannot exceed 20 percent of Virginia’s average 
monthly caseload. Therefore, the number of extended 
TANF recipients is significantly lower than the number of 
general TANF recipients. To ensure the right number of 
TANF beneficiaries are enrolled in extended TANF, strict 
extension requirements are set, and each applicant is 
approved for extended benefits based on their needs.
 

TANF Extension Requirements in 
Virginia 
Current or former VIEW participants may qualify for TANF 
benefit extensions if they have maintained good conduct 
while enrolled in the TANF program. Residents cannot have 
been sanctioned for committing any program violations 
during their benefit periods. Additionally, residents eligible 
for extended TANF benefits will have complied with all work 
requirements. This means that residents cannot have left 
their jobs without good cause as defined by Virginia TANF 
guidelines, completed fewer hours than required per week 
in job-related activities or ended their enrollment in VIEW 
and TANF prior to the receipt of 24-months of benefits.
Virginia TANF has created hardship exceptions to better 
determine who is eligible to receive TANF extensions. 
The Department of Social Services (DSS) decides which 
hardships qualify residents for extensions. Hardship 
extensions are prescribed reasons that would permit 

TANF benefits to continue after the 24-month cut-off. 
Often, hardship exceptions are granted to victims of 
domestic violence. However, only TANF beneficiaries who 
are enrolled in the VIEW program are eligible for benefit 
extensions. Reasons hardship exceptions are approved 
include the following:

• The unemployment rates in the applicant’s area 
exceed 10 percent for the two most recent 
quarters for which data is available.

• Employment-related training or education 
in which the applicant has demonstrated 
satisfactory progress cannot be finished in the 
24-month benefit period. 

However, benefit extensions distributed for these 
reasons are limited to one year. Other qualifying hardship 
exceptions extend TANF benefits for 90 days, at which 
point an evaluation must take place to determine continued 
eligibility. These exceptions include the following:

• The applicant is actively seeking employment 
according to VIEW protocol and is unable to find 
employment that would equal or surpass cash 
assistance and the TANF work deduction.

• The applicant lost his or her current job for 
reasons other than performance that would 
have made him or her eligible to receive 
unemployment if the applicant had worked 
enough hours. 

In these cases, TANF benefit extensions are issued 
to give residents financial security while searching 
for employment. Each resident applying for 
extended TANF for these reasons will be evaluated 
individually and reassessed every 90 days by the DSS. 

TANF extensions may not last more than one year in 
total. The extra 12-months of benefits empower residents 
to complete job preparation courses and support their 
families using TANF resources until they can find sufficient 
employment. Once residents have applied and receive 
extended TANF benefits for the prescribed period, they may 
not reapply for another benefit extension in their lifetimes. 
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How to Apply for a TANF Benefits Extension in Virginia
Residents may apply for TANF benefit extension no more than 60 days before the 24-month TANF benefits period terminates. 
Previous VIEW participants and TANF beneficiaries may apply at any time following the receipt of TANF benefits. Because 
TANF extensions have time restrictions, residents are encouraged to apply when additional benefits would be the most helpful. 
However, if extensions are awarded for the completion of job preparation programs, extensions may need to be requested 
immediately following the conclusion of TANF benefits. 

There is no actual application for a TANF benefits extension in Virginia. To apply for a TANF benefit extension, residents must 
request the extension and provide evidence of their hardships. Evidence may include unemployment paperwork, financial 
resources or allegations of domestic violence. Requesting a benefits extension involves contacting case managers and having 
a conversation about the hardship residents are experiencing. However, the application process for a TANF benefits extension 
may differ for each applicant depending on their hardships and current enrollment status in TANF. If residents are not currently 
enrolled in TANF, then they must contact their local VDSS office to find out how to apply for extended TANF benefits. Even if 
they are granted a benefits extension, applicants may not receive benefits for longer than 60 months throughout their lifetimes.
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Veteran Disability Compensation 
in Virginia

Veteran disability compensation for residents of Virginia is a monthly benefit paid to veterans of the United States Armed 
Forces, who qualify for eligibility. The benefits paid to qualifying veterans are not considered taxable income. To qualify for 
veteran’s disability benefits, applicants must demonstrate disability that is at least 10 percent incapacitating. Those applying 
for VA compensation benefits must prove that the disability or disabilities they suffer from are directly attributable to an injury 
or disease acquired or exacerbated, as a direct result of participation in military service. Disabilities include both physical and 
mental disorders, such as exposure to chemical agents, and post-traumatic stress disorder as a result of combat.  
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Veterans Disability Benefits Eligibility
If you believe you are eligible for veteran’s disability 
compensation benefits, there is a process to prove your 
eligibility before you can receive any compensation. In 
order to meet eligibility requirements, you must have 
served in the Armed Forces on active duty or active 
duty training. Additionally, if you served on inactive duty 
training and were discharged on any condition other than 
a dishonorable discharge you could be eligible. 

Evidence of Disability
You must provide evidence to the VA that you qualify for 
this compensation. You must present conclusive medical 
proof that you suffer from a physical and/or mental 
disability as well as providing documentation that certifies 
that there is a connection between your disability and your 
military service. During the eligibility process, you must 
produce medical records and opinions from physicians in 
order to make your case for benefits.

Some veterans may be deemed eligible under the presumed 
disability statute. The criteria to determine whether or not 
you meet the standard for presumed disability include 
having been a prisoner of war, suffering from a chronic 
disease that presented itself within a specific period 
of time after you were discharged from the military. If 
you were exposed to ionizing radiation, mustard gas or 
Lewisite you automatically qualify for benefits under the 
presumed disability criteria. Exposure to certain chemical 
agents, such as those afflicting veterans of the Vietnam 
War also qualify former soldiers and military personnel for 
automatic benefits. Lastly, those veterans who served in 
the Persian Gulf War may also qualify for benefits under 
the presumed disability clause. 

How to Determine Veteran Disability 
Benefits
Benefits for veteran’s disability are granted according to the 
level of disability you are suffering. The scale increases in 
increments of 10 percent, with 10 percent being the lowest 
level. As the level of your disability rises, so do the amount 
of compensation benefits you will receive each month. 
Having dependent children also increases the amount of 
benefits you receive. 

If you are a veteran with a 10 percent disability and no 
children, you receive $136.24 per month. If your level of 
disability is 20 percent, your monthly benefit amount 
increases to $269.30. If you are a single veteran with a 30 
percent disability, your benefit is $417.50 and scales up to 
$2,973.86 should you have a 100 percent disability. Other 
dependents such as a spouse or parents also affect your 
monthly benefits compensation. You can find a complete 
listing of the amount of benefits you can receive depending 
on your level of disability and the composition of your 
household here. 

There are also other adjustments such as a cost of living 
adjustment (COLA) and combined ratings should you 
have more than one disability. A combined disability may 
include a 30 percent disability and a 50 percent disability 
which calculates to a 65 percent disability when combined. 
However, this would be rounded up to 70 percent for the 
purposes of calculating the benefits compensation. You 
can find the additional tables for calculating combined 
disabilities ratings plus COLA adjustments here. 

How to Apply for Veterans Disability 
Benefits
The Veterans Benefits Administration provides several 
methods for you to submit your application for your 
disability compensation benefits. The first method provides 
an online portal called eBenefits. Once on the eBenefits 
site, you will have to create an online account to proceed 
with the application process. You will also be able to use 
this portal to manage your compensation benefits, as 
well as make changes to your account, such as adjusting 
your dependents, scheduling appointments, uploading 
your medical records and checking on your claims status.  
 
You may submit your application via regular mail by filling 
out VA Form 21-526EZ, called the Application for Disability 
Compensation and Related Compensation Benefits. Once 
complete, you can mail your application form and all 
supporting documents to:

Department of Veterans Affairs Claims Intake Center 
P.O. Box 4444 Janesville, WI 53547- 4444

https://www.benefits.va.gov/COMPENSATION/resources_comp01.asp
https://www.benefits.va.gov/COMPENSATION/rates-index.asp#howcalc
https://www.ebenefits.va.gov/ebenefits/homepage
https://www.vba.va.gov/pubs/forms/VBA-21-526EZ-ARE.pdf
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You can also fax your documents to (844) 531-7818 inside the U.S., or (248) 524-4260 outside the U.S. Lastly, you may submit 
your application in person at the nearest VA office. You can use the locator or call the VA toll-free at (800) 827-1000. 

The Veterans Benefits Administration also suggests that you consider working with what they term an accredited representative. 
Accredited representatives are permitted to represent veterans before the VA for their claims for disability compensation 
benefits. You may search for an accredited representative to assist you with your veteran’s disability compensation claim by 
visiting the Manage Your Representative for VA Claims page on the eBenefits website. 

https://www.va.gov/directory/guide/home.asp
https://www.ebenefits.va.gov/ebenefits/vso-search
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Adult Services in Virginia

As people grow older and infirmed, they often require assistance to retain some of their independence. Rather than housing 
these people in an assisted living facility or nursing home, the Virginia Department of Social Services through the Department 
for Aging and Rehabilitative Services and Adult Protective Services Division seek to help keep those who are experiencing 
difficult due to age or infirmity in their homes. Virginia does this through programs and assistance designed to fill in the gaps 
caused by various age-related conditions or other disabilities. When these individuals are no longer able to take care of certain 
necessities, nor can their families contribute, social services programs exist to take up the slack leaving people to remain in 
their homes instead of having to move into an institution of one form or another. 
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Adult Services Programs and Adult 
Protective Services in Virginia
The purpose of the adult services programs in Virginia is 
to enable an adult to remain as autonomous as possible 
and in an environment that poses the least amount of 
restriction upon their life. The Department of Social 
Services accomplishes this by involving the individual 
in need of assistance and their social support system 
in defining a plan of action for services and treatment. 
Adult services are available to people 18 years old and 
older and, in some cases, their families. Aid for those 
receiving help from the state may include things such as 
transportation, day care services, help with maintaining 
proper nutritional standards, case management, adult 
foster care, companionship, and resources for assisted 
living. Assistance may include screening services for 
placement in facilities funded by Medicaid or those that 
receive support from the community. Most of these 
services are dispensed or provided by local offices of the 
Department of Social Services. A complete listing of local 
offices is available here. 

In addition to services designed to help adults remain more 
independent and in their homes longer, the Department 
of Social Services also maintains safeguards for more 
vulnerable residents of Virginia through the use of Adult 
Protective Services (APS). APS investigates instances of 
mistreatment of adults 60 years of age or older, as well 
as those over the age of 18 years old, who are considered 
incapacitated in some way. Mistreatment may include a 
variety of different circumstances such as abuse, neglect 
or exploitation. There are several types of abuse as 
defined by the Department of Social Services. Physical 
abuse is when someone willfully inflicts bodily injury or 
pain on an individual. Mental or psychological abuse is 
the imposition of anxiety or mental anguish by verbally 
threatening, humiliating or intimidating someone. Sexual 
abuse is sexual contact that takes place without consent. 
Neglect occurs when the person responsible for an adult 
who cannot take care of themselves, fails to maintain the 
standards needed for that person’s mental and physical 
well-being. Self-neglect is a type of abuse involving an 
individual who fails to provide for themselves whether 
that be proper housing, clothing, food and medical care. 

Financial exploitation is a form of abuse where someone 
takes advantage of an adult in need of assistance for the 
purpose of fraudulently taking or using their monetary 
assets such as bank accounts, retirement funds, property 
or other benefits in order to achieve personal gain or profit. 
The hotline to report abuse is (888) 832-3858. 

The primary distinctions between Adult Services (AS) 
and Adult Protective Services (APS) are the presence 
of reports of abuse, neglect or exploitation. When 
there is no report of these types of mistreatment, or an 
investigation or intervention has taken place that clears 
or stops the mistreatment but the individual continues to 
need assistance, the individual is evaluated for AS. APS 
steps in when there is an investigation of valid reports 
of mistreatment or the individual in need of assistance 
welcomes offered APS or they are ordered by a court. More 
about the differences and philosophies of AS and APS can 
be found in the Department of Aging and Rehabilitative 
Services APS Division manual on page seven.  

Eligibility for Adult Services Programs 
The Virginia Department of Social Services maintains 
the standards for eligibility for participation in any of 
their offered programs or services. Services are open to 
residents of Virginia no matter how long they have lived in 
the state. There are no citizenship requirements to receive 
benefits from the programs. 

However, there are several criteria for those who seek to 
receive benefits or services in Virginia. Adult must meet 
income requirements, which can change each year. The 
maximum income threshold for the state of Virginia, as of 
May 2017, was $66,000. The thresholds and guidelines for 
income-based need uses that figure to determine whether 
or not one qualifies for assistance through the various 
adult services programs. 

These programs are designed for elderly and disabled 
adults who are in need of assistance inside or outside the 
home.  Adults who meet the low-income guidelines and 
are in need of residence in a nursing home or community-
based services funded by Medicaid can eligible for 
services. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
https://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/dfs/as/as_intro_page/manuals/as/chapter_1_introduction_7_2017_final.pdf
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Applicants must go through a prescreening process to assess the need for placement in assisted living or live-in care. The program will 
evaluate whether an applicant needs assistance to remain in their home through individualized services such as case management.  

How to Apply for Adult Service Programs
Residents of the state of Virginia who feel they are in need of adult service programs and wish to enroll in any of them may 
do so by completing an application form and submitting it along with the required documentation. The application is available 
for download on the Department of Social Services website. Individuals may also visit a local office of the Department of 
Social Services and complete the application in person. You can also mail the form in to your local office as well. If you need 
assistance with the application, you may have someone help you to complete it. If you visit a local office they will provide 
someone who can assist you with the completion of your application. 

Your local office decides on whether or not your application for services has been approved within 45 days. Notification in 
writing is mandatory in cases of denial or delay and you will receive such a notification in the mail. If you are not satisfied with 
the decision of your local office you may appeal it within 30 days of receiving notification of denial. An appeal can be sent in 
writing, or by fax, to: 

Virginia Department for Aging and Rehabilitative Services 9960 Maryland Drive, Suite 200 Richmond, VA 23233 
Fax: (804) 527-4524

https://www.dss.virginia.gov/family/as/servtoadult.cgi
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
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Auxiliary Grants in Virginia

The Commonwealth of Virginia acknowledges that many of its residents may be in need of financial assistance above and 
beyond what federal assistance programs can provide. Therefore, Virginia funds a program through the Department of Social 
Services called auxiliary grants. Virginia auxiliary grants provide supplemental income and specifically target those individuals 
who are already receiving federal aid in the form of Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Their intended use also includes 
Virginia residents who may be suffering from the effects of old age, blindness or are housed in an assisted living facility or 
foster care home for the elderly. The Department of Social Services must approve both the assisted living facilities and the 
foster care homes. You must call to confirm that they accept auxiliary grant payments. 
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What are Virginia auxiliary grants?
Virginia auxiliary grants are supplemental payments made 
directly to those Virginians who qualify for eligibility. They 
are intended to be spent on the costs of a state-approved 
assisted living facility or foster care home for adults. The 
monthly rate for the amount to be spent on these facilities 
is determined by the Virginia General Assembly and is 
adjusted periodically. The funds used to provide for the 
auxiliary grants in Virginia come from two sources. The first 
source is the state of Virginia, which provides 80 percent of 
the money used in the grants. Local government agencies 
fund the remaining 20 percent. The Virginia Department 
of Social Services’ Department of Aging and Rehabilitative 
Services administers the auxiliary grant program for the 
state. The grants apply only to those living in approved 
facilities. Not all assisted living facilities or foster homes 
accept auxiliary grant funds, so individuals applying for 
them need to check that their intended facility is on the list. 
You can visit the Virginia Department of Social Services 
website page for more general information on auxiliary 
grants. 

Virginia Auxiliary Grant Eligibility
In order to receive aid from the Virginia Auxiliary Grant 
program, you must prove that you meet the eligibility 
requirements set by the Department of Social Services. The 
first criteria is a residential requirement that mandates you 
must be a voluntary resident of Virginia for no less than 90 
days. Your residence is considered the city or county within 
Virginia in which you lived prior to becoming a resident 
of an assisted living facility or adult foster care home. In 
the event that your residence is not clear and cannot be 
determined, the place where the institution in which you 
reside becomes your place of residence for the purposes 
of determining your residency requirement. There is an 
exception to the residency rule. If your residency in Virginia 
is less than 90 days at the time of your application, but 
you moved to the state in order to take up residence with 
a close relative, the Department of Social Services may 
waive the residency requirement. The Department of 
Social Services defines a close relative as a spouse, child, 
grandchild, grandparent, sibling or parent. Proof of any 
relationship is mandatory. In addition to furnishing a letter 

of intent to remain a resident of Virginia, you must prove 
your residency with any number of forms of evidence such 
as voter registration documents, medical bills, utility bills, 
lease agreements, tax records or postmarked letters. 
In addition to the residency requirement, you must also 
meet the other criteria used to confirm your eligibility. 
These criteria include being 65 years of age or older, or 
being blind or disabled. You must live in an approved 
assisted living facility or adult foster care home as 
well as prove you are a citizen of the United States, or a 
resident alien that meets the needed criteria. The income 
guidelines as of 2017 are $735 for one person and $1,103 
for a couple. Your resources must not exceed $2,000 for 
a single person or $3,000 for a couple. Finally, you must 
receive an evaluation from a designated assessor that 
determines you are in need of placement in an assisted 
living facility or foster care home for adults. 

Virginia Auxiliary Grant Rates
Once your eligibility for a Virginia Auxiliary Grant is 
established, the Division of Social Services releases the 
funds directly to the individual who is in charge of handling 
your expenses, such as the assisted living facility or foster 
care home for adults in which you reside. You may keep a 
portion of the grant for your personal expense allowance. 
The auxiliary grant rate as of January 2016 was $1,219 
per month for both an assisted living facility and an 
approved foster care home for adults. However, there is an 
adjustment for Planning District 8 that includes Arlington 
County, Fairfax City and County, Alexandria, Falls Church, 
Loudon County, Prince William County, Manassas City and 
Manassas Park. The auxiliary grant rate in these locales 
is $1,402 per month. The amount of the personal need 
allowance is $82 per month. For more information and 
financial reporting on the Auxiliary Grant program you may 
read the Department for Aging and Rehabilitative Services’ 
annual report, starting on page 34, for 2016 here. 

Applying for Virginia Auxiliary Grants
The application for Virginia auxiliary grants shares the 
same form with several other assistance programs funded 
by both the state and federal government. When filling out 
your application, be sure to complete the proper sections. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/family/as/auxgrant.cgi
https://www.vadars.org/downloads/publications/APS2016AnnualReport_combined.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/dfs/as/auxillary_grants/intro_page/forms/032-03-0824-33-eng.pdf
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For the Virginia auxiliary grants, you must fill out sections A through D which require your personal information including the 
language spoken in the home as well as your household composition. Each member must disclose their status with regards 
to marriage, education level, whether or not they are a veteran, citizenship status, age, gender, Social Security number and how 
they are related to you. You must also disclose your income information and resources. These will comprise questions about 
your job and any other income sources such as pensions, retirement funds, rental income, social security benefits, interest 
dividends, lottery winnings, unemployment insurance, etc. Resources refers to bank accounts, 401(k) accounts, pensions, 
trust funds, money market accounts, cash and stocks and bonds. Once complete, you must fill out section H, which is specific 
to auxiliary grants. If after you complete the application, there is any change to any of the information provided, you have 10 
days in which to update your change of information to the Department of Social Services. 

All the information provided on the application must be true and accurate. Intentionally giving false information will result in 
a denial of benefits but may also include arrest and prosecution which could lead to fines and incarceration. Helping others 
obtain benefits by giving false information may lead to fraud charges against you. Incomplete applications may delay a 
decision on your application. The Virginia Department of Social Services provides a list of additional tips you may find useful 
when applying for an Auxiliary Grant here. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/dfs/as/auxillary_grants/intro_page/faq/Auxiliary_Grant_Application_Tips.pdf
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Energy Assistance in Virginia

The Virginia Department of Social Services (DDS) offers energy assistance for state residents who need help paying for their 
energy costs. The energy assistance program is designed for low-income households who spend a significant percentage 
of their monthly household income on energy bills. Virginia’s energy assistance program has four different components, 
each with a separate application that potential participants must fill out and each with its own set of requirements that 
applicants must meet in order to be eligible. The four components are Crisis Assistance, Fuel Assistance, Cooling Assistance 
and Weatherization Assistance. The Weatherization Assistance is an exception in that it is handled through the Virginia 
Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD).
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The Four Components of Virginia’s 
Energy Assistance Program
Virginia’s Energy Assistance program is comprised 
of four separate components, each designed to meet 
different goals and each with its own application and 
set of requirements. The first component is the Crisis 
Assistance component. This part of the Energy Assistance 
program relieves pressure on households with heating 
emergencies. Specifically, the Crisis Assistance program 
helps to repair or replace heating equipment and hardware. 
It also provides supplemental heating equipment like fuel 
tanks for oil, natural gas or propane. Crisis Assistance can 
also provide for a security deposit for heating services that 
a household may be responsible for before receiving that 
service. It also relieves the burden of actual heating fuel and 
utility costs. The second component of Virginia’s Energy 
Assistance program is the Fuel Assistance component. 
This is a straightforward component designed to offset a 
household’s monthly heating fuel costs. 

Cooling Assistance is the third part of the Energy Assistance 
program. This component targets cooling utility costs and 
equipment, including air conditioning units. This can apply 
to the purchase and installation of window units, as well as 
repairing central air conditioning units or their heat pumps. 
It also provides for help with the electricity bill associated 
with running an air conditioning unit. Cooling Assistance 
aids with the payment of a deposit that is often required 
when requesting an electricity service hookup from the 
local power company. 

The final component of the Energy Assistance program is 
Weatherization Assistance. The DHCD runs this part of the 
program, helping households across the state to become 
more energy efficient. Typically, it focuses on improving 
insulation for the home. 

Eligibility Requirements
In order to qualify for Virginia’s Energy Assistance program, 
you must be a legal resident of the state of Virginia and 
a U.S. citizen or legal alien. You may also qualify if you 
are an alien granted legal asylum. Any members of your 
household who do not meet these requirements may 

not be counted in the household size when determining 
benefits. However, their income will be included in the 
household’s total gross monthly income. All members of 
the household must provide documentation with regards 
to their citizenship status. Special dispensations are made 
for certain classes of immigrants such as those considered 
Amerasian immigrants, those whose deportation was 
withheld and refugees. 

Income eligibility is another requirement that is universal 
among the various components of the Energy Assistance 
program. As of 2017, the basic guidelines for income are 
as follows:

Household Size Maximum Monthly Income 

1 $1,307

2 $1,760

3 $2,213

4 $2,665

5 $3,118

6 $3,571

7 $4,024

8 $4,477

Contact the DSS office at 1-804-726-7000 to ensure that 
the guidelines are current. Furthermore, energy assistance 
in Virginia takes into consideration any members of the 
household who participate in other assistance programs, 
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
or Supplemental Security Income (SSI), which may 
automatically make your household eligible for enrollment 
into these program components. 

Each component of the Energy Assistance program also 
has requirements specific to it. The Crisis Assistance 
component requires that there be some type of heating 
emergency in your household in order to trigger the benefits 
associated with this part of the program. The emergency 
could be a lack of heat, the inevitable disconnection of 
heating services or heating equipment that is either unsafe 
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to use or is unable to function in order to produce heat.
The primary condition necessary to receive benefits from 
the Fuel Assistance part of the program, which provides 
assistance to afford heating fuel, is that your household’s 
fuel costs must be placing a strain on your finances. 
The Cooling Assistance program requires that you bear 
responsibility for the cooling expenses for your household. 
Additionally, your household composition must include at 
least one disabled person, an individual older than 60 who 
is considered vulnerable or a child younger than six. The 
Division of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) 
administers the Weatherization Assistance module 
separately. Information about that component may be 
found on their website. Additional eligibility requirements 
for the various Energy Assistance program components 
may be found in the program’s manual. 

Applying for the Energy Assistance 
Program
Each component of Virginia’s Energy Assistance program 
requires a separate application. The Crisis Assistance 
component uses this form. The Department of Social 
Services (DSS) accepts applications for the Crisis 
Assistance module for help with security deposits and 
assistance with equipment starting November 1st and 
continues taking those for through March 15th of each 
year. For assistance with heating fuel and help paying 
utility bills, submission of applications begins on the first 
business day in January and runs until March 15th as well. 
The Fuel Assistance component uses this application 
form. Submission dates for this application begin on the 
second day in October and continue until the second 
Friday in November. Acceptance for the application form 
for Cooling Assistance begins on June 15th and runs until 
August 15th. You may seek assistance to fill out any of 
the applications and all forms are available in Spanish and 
English. All three of these components also provide an 
online portal called CommonHelp, which you may use to 
apply for benefits. This portal acts as both a screening tool 
as well as an application tool. 

To apply for the Weatherization Assistance program, you 
must contact the Department of Housing and Community 
Development (DHCD), which you may do on their website. 

Should you prefer to visit a local office of the Department 
of Social Services (DSS) to seek additional help in learning 
about the programs or to fill out your applications in 
person, you may find your nearest branch here. 

http://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/ea/intro_page/manual/Complete_Manual.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/ea/intro_page/crisis_assistance/forms/032-03-0651-11-Eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/ea/intro_page/fuel_assistance/forms/032-03-0650-10-eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/ea/intro_page/cooling_assistance/forms/032-03-0657-14-eng.pdf
https://commonhelp.virginia.gov/access/
http://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/index.php/dhcd-resources/contact-us.html
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
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General Relief in Virginia

The residents of the Commonwealth of Virginia who are most in need of financial assistance have an array of programs 
designed to offer monetary aid. Oftentimes federal programs offer a lifeline that could be the difference between a family eating 
or paying for needed medical attention. However, sometimes those most in need cannot meet the eligibility requirements for 
federal programs. The Virginia General Relief program fills in gaps of service to provide a safety net for the most vulnerable 
residents. The General Relief program often uses many of the same guidelines to determine whether or not an applicant is 
eligible for benefits, but may leave out some component of the approval process that acts as an impediment. The General 
Relief program is also strictly a local-based endeavor that receives none of its funding at the federal level. 
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Virginia General Relief Benefits Eligibility
Applicants for General Relief benefits in Virginia are 
subject to a minimum eligibility qualification for citizenship 
or legal residency status. Unless there is an emergency 
medical situation, beneficiaries of Virginia General Relief 
funds must be United States citizens or legal residents 
possessing the necessary documentation for proof of 
their status. The General Relief guidelines are similar to 
those of the Department of Health and Human Services’ 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
program, with regards to citizenship and residency status 
requirements. Virginia’s Department of Social Services 
may extend benefits to an applicant pending the proof of 
citizenship or legal resident status for up to 90 days while 
waiting to determine the validity of that proof. A failure to 
provide proof of citizenship within the 90-day window may 
result in a disqualification of an application and therefore 
a denial of benefits. 

Other Eligibility Requirements
There are a variety of circumstances in which Virginia 
residents in need of financial assistance, who may not be 
eligible for federal assistance programs, may be eligible to 
receive help from Virginia’s General Relief program. The 
Virginia Department of Social Services divides possible 
recipients into several components for consideration of 
benefits. The first component is assistance for unemployed 
individuals who are employable. The circumstances for 
these individuals include parents, either both or a single 
parent, with minor children, a married, childless couple, 
single people with no children, pregnant women and single 
mothers. 

There is also a category that provides for unemployable 
Virginians. They may be residents of the state who are 
incapacitated due to a mental or physical disability, those 
who lack sufficient education, training, or experience 
in order to find employment, or this designation could 
extend benefits to people who are be unable to work due 
to pressing responsibilities in the home, such as caring 
for sick family members. Those receiving treatment as 
residents of an institution including nursing homes, group 

homes, halfway houses and other such facilities, are also 
entitled to assistance from the General Relief program. 
Virginians who require ongoing medical care and services 
qualify for yet another component of the General Relief 
program. 

There is an array of services and care that falls under 
the umbrella of eligible coverage. These include x-rays, 
prescription medications, medicals supplies and 
appliances, laboratory services, dental care and even 
medical transportation services. There is a category 
termed interim assistance that offers benefits. Interim 
assistance applies to individuals who applied for 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), are appealing their 
application for SSI or need to apply for SSI. These interim 
assistance payments help those who are in need of 
placement an assisted living facility, group home or those 
who already live in one. Another group who may qualify for 
general relief funds includes children who live in a home 
with adults to whom they have no blood relation. One last 
area of assistance to residents of Virginia is help with 
burial expenses. For complete and detailed information on 
the components of coverage for the General Relief fund, 
the Department of Social Services maintains a handbook 
that covers them starting in Chapter B, page 1. 

Benefits Payments for General Relief 
Recipients 
Each component of those eligible for General Relief funds 
has its own standards for the amount of disbursements. 
The amount of money received for any particular situation 
depends upon a variety of factors. These factors can 
include the number and composition of a household, 
income levels, the amount of need, and a particular 
locale in which the person or family resides. For more 
information about how the Department of Social Services 
calculates the amount of a benefit, and for the ranges and 
limits of payable benefits for individual components of the 
program, applicants may refer to the manual maintained 
online in Chapter D starting on page 10. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/gr/manual_transmittals/manual.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/gr/manual_transmittals/manual.pdf
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Applying for General Relief Benefits
The Virginia Department of Social Services maintains the application for the General Relief program online which is 
downloadable in a PDF form. Because the application form is the same form used for a variety of assistance programs in 
Virginia such as the TANF or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), auxiliary grants and Refugee Cash 
Assistance (RCA) programs, it is vital that prospective applicants fill out the form correctly and indicate to which program they 
are applying. Those who need assistance with completing the application form may enlist the help of others to help them do 
so. 
Applicants are obligated to provide accurate and truthful information on their forms. Anyone knowingly providing inaccurate 
or false information may be subject to arrest, prosecution, fines and incarceration. An individual who assists someone in 
furnishing a falsified application they may be subject to fraud charges. Once an application is complete and all necessary 
supporting documents are collected and prepared for submission, the applicant may submit them via regular mail service 
or deliver them in person to their local Department of Social Services office. Should an applicant be denied benefits and they 
disagree with the decision of the Department of Social Services, they may file an appeal. The Department of Social Services 
maintains a downloadable appeals form online with the address to which is must be sent for consideration. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/bp/gr/forms/032-03-0824-33-eng.pdf
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/localagency/index.cgi
http://www.dss.virginia.gov/files/division/appeals/benefits/forms/032-03-0024-10-eng.pdf
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Food and Nutrition for School 
Children in Virginia

Children who are hungry and malnourished are less likely to be successful in school. As early as 1946, the federal government 
identified the importance of providing low-income and at-risk school children with balanced, nutritious meals as a key 
component of their educational success and life-long health. The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) was founded the 
same year as a vehicle through which USDA food surpluses and subsidies could be used to help provide essential nutrition 
to children across the nation. In the decades since, the federal government has partnered with states to expand food and 
nutrition services to include the School Breakfast Program and the Summer Food Service Program. 

These three programs are jointly administered in Virginia by the federal government, the Virginia Department of Education’s 
Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity and Food Programs, and local partners including schools, community and faith-based 
organizations. Together, they form the foundation of a critically needed child nutrition safety net in Virginia providing free and 
reduced-cost meals for eligible school children year-round. All meals delivered under these programs are held to federally 
established guidelines regulating nutritional content, portion sizes, balanced food intake, sodium and saturated fat. Additional 
regulations ensure eligible students are provided meals through service models that maximize their ability to access and 
benefit from them, reducing stigma and other barriers to program participation. Free or reduced-price meals are available to 
students deemed to be eligible by income or other qualifying factors, which will be explored in detail in the following sections. 
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Three Breakfast and Lunch 
Programs in Virginia

Researchers and educators agree that students who are distracted by hunger or who lack proper nutrition are less likely 
to succeed in school than their well-fed peers. To combat the problem of child hunger and its negative impact on student 
performance, the federal government sponsors three meal programs intended to ensure that children in need who are enrolled 
in elementary, middle and high schools in Virginia have access to the nutrition they need to learn, grow and be successful 
in education and life. The School Breakfast Program, the National School Lunch Program and the Summer Food Service 
Program are designed to supply students with consistent, appropriate nutrition by providing free or reduced-cost meals 
to eligible children throughout the year. The Virginia Department of Education’s Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity and 
Food Programs administers these federal programs in partnership with individual school districts and Summer Food Service 
Program sponsors and sites. All meals served through these programs are held to strict nutritional standards established by 
the federal government.  
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The School Breakfast Program (SBP) in 
Virginia
The School Breakfast Program is available to students in 
Virginia attending public, charter or not-for-profit private 
schools. It may also be offered to children in institutions 
providing residential childcare. The program was launched 
in trial form in 1966 and designated a permanent program 
by Congress in 1975. As of 2016, it served more than 14.57 
million children nation-wide. Participating schools provide 
free or reduced-cost breakfasts to eligible students and are 
reimbursed by the USDA for each qualifying meal served. 
Individual schools or districts are given broad authority 
and autonomy in determining which foods to offer their 
students and how those foods are prepared so long as all 
offerings align with the standards set out by the federal 
program guidelines. Extensive resources, templates and 
marketing materials are available to assist schools and 
their nutrition professionals in understanding, meeting and 
promoting these healthy standards. 

Under active reimbursement rates for the 2017-2018 
school year, schools in Virginia received between $1.45 
and $2.09 for each qualifying breakfast served. Actual 
reimbursement rates vary between schools and are based 
on the percentage of the student body qualifying to receive 
reduced-cost and free meals. Schools serving a population 
with severe need, defined as institutions at which forty 
percent or more of the attending students qualify for free 
or reduced-price meals, receive higher reimbursement 
rates than other institutions. 

There are three principal models for implementing a 
School Breakfast Program. Schools may elect to use 
only one model or to combine models to best meet the 
needs of their specific populations or to accommodate 
the limitations of their facilities. In schools employing the 
traditional method, breakfasts are served in the school 
cafeteria using procedures and patterns similar to those 
used during standard lunch periods. Schools electing to 
implement the Breakfast in the Classroom model offer 
students breakfast in a class every morning alongside 
other common start-of-the-day routines, such as 
attendance and announcements. Meals may be delivered 
by a food service staffer or collected from a central point 

and brought to the room by a designated student. Little to 
no instructional time is lost under this method, and it is 
most frequently adopted by severe need schools in which 
high proportions of the student body qualify for the SBP. 
Students who do not qualify for free or reduced-cost 
meals may be provided the opportunity to purchase meals 
under Breakfast in the Classroom programs, or a school 
may decide to offer all students free breakfast each day. 
This method is recognized as most likely to, decrease any 
potential stigma associated with free and reduced-price 
breakfasts, maximize participation by qualifying children 
and improve the nutrition and health of the student 
body as a whole. Schools with more flexible or variable 
schedules, such as high schools, or with challenging 
physical facility limitations may alternatively employ a 
“grab and go” breakfast model. Under this model, students 
are provided with pre-packaged, portable meals, typically 
in a paper bag or box. These meals may be available from 
a central location or a mobile cart. Payment options and 
requirements will vary by school and the number and type 
of distribution points. Students may collect and consume 
their breakfasts at any time throughout the morning, 
providing maximal flexibility, particularly for older students 
who may not be prepared to eat when they arrive at school 
in the morning. 

Regardless of the delivery method selected, meals must 
be differentiated by age group in several aspects. Students 
in kindergarten through fifth grade must receive breakfasts 
with a minimum of 350 calories, but no more than 500 
calories and less than 430mg of sodium. Students in 
grades six through eight must receive meals with a 
minimum of 400 calories and a maximum of 550 calories, 
with no more than 470mg of sodium. Middle and high 
school students in grades nine and above must receive 
breakfasts with between 450 and 600 calories, with a 
maximum of 500mg of sodium. Meals for all age groups 
may derive no more than 10 percent of their calories from 
saturated fat. Although daily calorie requirements are 
provided as average ranges for convenience, official SBP 
guidelines regulate calories and other totals by week to 
increase flexibility for school nutrition professionals and to 
improve the potential for variety and satisfaction among 
students.
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The National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP) in Virginia
Like the School Breakfast Program, the National School 
Lunch Program (NSLP) is a federally sponsored program 
administered by the state of Virginia in partnership with 
individual schools and residential childcare institutions 
to provide free or reduced-cost meals to eligible students 
during the academic year.  The NSLP was enacted in 1946. 
In 2016, more than 30.4 million children received meals 
under the program. Participating schools receive cash 
subsidies for each meal provided. Program compliant 
snacks delivered to children engaged in afterschool 
enrichment or academic programs may also qualify for 
reimbursement.

In addition to subsidies, partner schools are also given 
USDA foods to support their NSLP efforts. USDA foods 
made available to schools under the program are selected 
by the state and may be influenced by the availability and 
market price of agricultural products throughout the year. 
Alongside its standard food stocks, the USDA strategically 
seeks to increase the amount of fresh produce, including 
both fruits and vegetables, available to schools. Specific 
emphasis is placed on supplying fresh foods to low-
income school districts where such items are generally 
least available. Where possible, the USDA also encourages 
the incorporation of Farm to School initiatives into school 
menus, including the NSLP. 

As with the SBP, NSLP menu options are required to meet, 
align with and ideally exceed basic minimum standards 
set by the federal government. These guidelines were 
developed using the recommendations of the Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans and the Institute of Medicine. 
These guidelines not only define appropriate portion 
sizes by age group, but also ensure that students receive 
balanced meals designed to be nutritional and filling. 
Recent adjustments to the guidelines removed maximum 
limits on fruits, vegetables and milk, enabling schools to 
provide students with additional portions as needed to 
meet their nutritional and energy needs. Regulations for 
the NSLP are continuously revised to further encourage 
coordination with other programs at the local, state and 
federal levels to increase nutritional supports available to 

children and youth at all stages of development.  
Under general program guidance for the 2017-2018 
academic year, students in kindergarten through fifth grade 
received 550 to 650 calories per lunch, with no more than 
640mg of sodium. Students in grades six through eight 
received lunches with 600 to 700 calories and a maximum 
of 710mg of sodium. Middle school and high school 
students in grades nine and above received NSLP meals 
of 750-850 calories with no more than 740mg of sodium. 
Meals for all age levels were restricted to comprising 10 
percent or fewer of their calories from saturated fat.  

Other program guidelines regulates more specifically 
what students can be offered and how it is counted for 
reimbursement purposes. For example, all fruit and 
vegetable juices must be 100 percent juice, uncut. Juices 
may account for no more than half of a school’s fruit and 
vegetable options. All grains offered under the NSLP must 
be “whole grain-rich,” which is defined as 100 percent 
whole grain or a blend of flours or grains in which at least 
50 percent of the mixture is whole grain and the remaining 
grain or flour is enriched. All fluid milk must be low fat, 
defined as one percent milk fat or lower, or fat-free. Only fat-
free milk may be offered in flavors. As schools continue to 
adapt their menu offerings to appeal to students’ evolving 
tastes and expectations, new guidelines are regularly 
developed, such as those issued in 2015 clarifying the use 
of smoothies in student meal programs and how they are 
to be counted against programmatic dietary requirements. 
For the 2017-2018 academic year, NSLP free and reduced-
price lunches were reimbursable at rates of $2.83 to $3.46 
per meal, depending on the percentage of low-income 
students served and the school’s severe need designation. 

The Summer Food Service Program in 
Virginia
Recognizing that eligible students do not only need 
nutritional assistance during the academic year, the federal 
government sponsors the Summer Food Service Program 
(SFSP). The SFSP provides meals to youth 18 years of age 
or younger during the portion of the year in which school 
is not open. Virginia’s Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity 
and Food Programs partners with sponsor agencies and 
community sites to deliver quality nutrition to eligible 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwja2YCI_sHZAhXp5IMKHTYHDfYQFggyMAI&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.choosemyplate.gov%2Fdietary-guidelines&usg=AOvVaw3iZ-FNibhQ3bpE74clcGZ2
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwja2YCI_sHZAhXp5IMKHTYHDfYQFggyMAI&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.choosemyplate.gov%2Fdietary-guidelines&usg=AOvVaw3iZ-FNibhQ3bpE74clcGZ2
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children. All sponsor sites are required to be open to every eligible participant. Discrimination on account of race, sex, age, 
disability or other characteristics is not permitted. 

The state of Virginia coordinates with the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to ensure that all meals served 
under the SFSP meet or exceed applicable nutrition and safety standards. To deliver the program and make sure that meals 
reach all children in need, the state partners with sponsor agencies. Sponsor agencies may be schools, summer camps, 
faith-based organizations, not-for-profit community organizations or local-level government agencies. Each sponsor agency 
selects and administers one or more sites within the community they serve to deliver meals to eligible children. Sites may be 
diverse and take many forms, but must offer some form of supervision and oversight to ensure participant safety. Schools, 
churches, health clinics, community centers and parks are all commonly chosen locations for meal delivery sites. 

How to determine your eligibility, apply for and access the School Breakfast Program, the National School Lunch Program and 
the Summer Food Service Program will be covered in the following sections. 
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Breakfast and Lunch Program 
Eligibility in Virginia 

Eligibility for the three primary free or reduced-cost federal meal programs for children in Virginia begins with residency. 
To qualify for the National School Lunch Program, the School Breakfast Program or the Summer Food Service Program, 
applicants must be residents of Virginia and students or parents or guardians of a student attending elementary, middle or 
high school in Virginia. Residents of other states may be eligible for benefits under the federal meal programs operated by 
their home states. Residents of Virginia who are not enrolled in school or the parents or guardians of an enrolled child are 
ineligible for program benefits. Such residents may, however, qualify for benefits under other Virginia assistance programs. To 
determine which programs they qualify for, residents can make use of the online federal Benefits Finder Tool. 

https://www.benefits.gov/benefits/benefit-finder#benefits&qc=cat_1
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Income Eligibility for Federal Meal Programs in Virginia 
Students enrolled in public, charter or private elementary, middle or high schools in Virginia, or who are the parents or guardians 
of enrolled children, must meet family income eligibility limits to qualify for benefits under the federal breakfast, lunch or 
summer meal programs. For the purposes of federal food and nutrition program eligibility, income is considered to account 
for all income prior to any deductions including taxes, insurance and all other costs. This includes:

• All wages, salary payments, fees and commissions, including income from farm and non-farm 
self-employment 

• Payments from social security, welfare, unemployment benefits and other forms of public 
assistance

• Interest or dividends from real estate or trust funds and rental income
• Payments from pension or retirement plans, child support, alimony, royalties, or cash and other 

payments from any individuals outside the household for any reason
• Any other cash income for any purpose, including funds available from savings accounts and 

other investment tools that could be accessed to provide meals for children
 
Students from families with annual pre-tax incomes at or below 185 percent of the federal poverty level are considered income 
eligible for reduced-cost meals. Students from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the federal poverty level are 
deemed income eligible for free meals under the federal food and nutrition programs. These figures change according to the 
number of individuals residing a household. For easy reference, the following chart provides the base cutoff figures for pre-
tax income eligibility for free and reduced-price meals for the 2017-2018 academic year in households with between one and 
eight members. 

Household Members Free Meal Eligibility Cutoff Reduced-Cost Meal Eligibility Cutoff
1 $15,678 $22,311
2 $21,112 $30,044
3 $25,546 $37,777
4 $31,980 $45,510
5 $37,414 $53,243
6 $42,848 $60,976
7 $48,282 $68,709
8 $53,716 $76,442

Students eligible for reduced price meals may not be charged more than 30 cents for a School Breakfast Program meal or 
more than 40 cents for a National School Lunch Program meal during the 2017-2018 academic year. 

Direct Certification and Categorical Eligibility in Virginia 
Some children and households are deemed categorically eligible for benefits under federal food and nutrition programs 
regardless of income and not required to complete or submit applications to begin collecting benefits. Categorical eligibility 
may also be referred to as direct certification in some districts. Children are considered categorically eligible if they receive 
assistance under the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or are enrolled in qualifying federally-funded 
Head Start Programs or correlating State-funded pre-kindergarten programs. Direct certification also applies to children and 
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families enrolled in the Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF) and Food Distribution Program on Indian 
Reservations (FDPIR) federal assistance programs. Any 
children in the foster care system or who have been 
legally classified as homeless, migrants or runaways are 
also considered categorically eligible for federal food and 
nutrition programs. Direct certification and categorical 
eligibility benefit schools by reducing administrative time, 
and increasing the number of students qualifying for and, 
usually, receiving food and nutrition program benefits. 
Parents and students benefit from prompt access to 
benefits and resources without the need to complete and 
submit applications. 

Elimination of Reduced Price Meals in 
Virginia
Some schools or school districts in Virginia may decide 
to eliminate reduced price breakfasts from their School 
Breakfast Programs. This happens most often in schools 
or districts in which a very high percentage of the student 
body qualifies for free or reduced-price meals. When such 
schools are given severe need designations, they receive 
higher reimbursement rates for all qualifying meals. Many 
schools and districts find that the adjusted reimbursement 
levels are adequate to cover the costs of meals. Eliminating 
the reduced-cost meal option and providing free meals to 
all students who qualified for either free meals or reduced-
costs meals has been shown to offer schools several 
benefits. It reduces the administrative costs of program 
implementation and lowers or eliminates barriers to 
participation among students who qualified for reduced-
cost meals. This results in more students consuming 
breakfast, better attendance, and improved academic 
success rates. In schools that have elected to eliminate 
reduced-price meals, all students from families with 
annual incomes at or below 185 percent of the federal 
poverty level will be considered functionally eligible for free 
meals under the School Breakfast Program.  

Summer Food Service Program Eligibility in Virginia 
The Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) is administered 
by the state in conjunction with local sponsors and 
partner sites. Under the SFSP, sponsor agencies provide 
meals that meet and align with federal food and nutrition 

program guidelines, free of cost to all children 18 years of 
age and younger, at participating sites over the summer 
while the academic year School Breakfast Program 
and National School Lunch Program are not available. 
Virginia residents 18 years of age and older with mental 
or physical disabilities who are engaged in programming 
run or sponsored by public, charter or not-for-profit private 
schools over the summer also qualify to receive meals and 
benefits under the SFSP. At certain sites, such as residential 
summer camps, free meals under the SFSP may be 
restricted to children and youth aged 18 and younger from 
families who meet the income eligibility qualifications 
applied to the National School Lunch Program. As with 
the academic year food and nutrition programs, children 
who are categorically eligible for federal food and nutrition 
programs for any reason are direct certified to collect free 
meals and other Summer Food Service Program benefits.
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Breakfast and Lunch Program 
Applications in Virginia 

Government agencies and their partner organizations in Virginia actively seek to engage eligible families in the School Breakfast 
Program, National Student Lunch Program and Summer Food Service Program. Public, charter and private schools in Virginia 
directly benefit from high participation rates in federal food and nutrition programs, as higher levels of participation result in 
increased subsidies and USDA produce for use in program implementation. Public assistance programs and the governmental 
agencies administering them achieve higher success rates within the populations they serve when all complementary sources 
of support are leveraged. Awareness of these benefits encourages government agencies, partnering community and faith-
based organizations and participating schools to proactively reach out to potentially eligible families with information about 
the three main federal student nutrition programs. As a result, many families will be made aware of their eligibility and assisted 
in claiming benefits by organizations or representatives with whom they are already familiar.
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Direct Certification in Virginia  
Students from families that are receiving Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits or services 
under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) program are considered pre-qualified for the School 
Breakfast Program, National School Lunch Program and 
Summer Food Service Program. Students from families 
in which the head of household is pursuing or receiving 
unemployment benefits may also qualify. Representatives 
from SNAP, TANF, or the Virginia Department of Labor 
who are working with families receiving benefits under 
their programs may assist them communicating with 
their children’s school and securing federal child nutrition 
program benefits. 

Parents of students who qualify for free or reduced price 
meals through direct certification, who are not assisted 
in enrolling in the SBP, NSLP or SFSP by representatives 
of other agencies, are advised to contact their children’s 
school(s). Each district will maintain its own policies and 
procedures, but in many cases, categorically eligible families 
are not required to complete and submit applications. They 
may instead be required to document their participation in 
qualifying programs. If such documentation is requested, 
families must provide copies of their certification notices 
or letters from SNAP, TANF or other qualifying programs. 
These documents must show the dates of certification. 
Families applying for meal program benefits for children 
categorically eligible by virtue of being in the foster system 
will be required to supply written certification of that status 
and contact information for an individual at the overseeing 
agency or court who can provide further verification. 

Applications for Federal Child Nutrition 
Programs in Virginia
Parents of children attending public, charter or private 
schools in Virginia can expect the schools their children 
attend to send applications for the NSLP home at the 
start of every academic year. Alternatively, some districts 
may send out invitations to utilize an online application. 
Paper applications must still be available upon request in 
districts with an online application option. Families who 
do not receive an application, need a new application, 

or who become eligible for benefits after the start of the 
school year may request an application form from their 
child’s school at any time. The Virginia Department of 
Education maintains lists of all public schools in the state 
alphabetically or by category to assist families in locating 
contact information for their school or district, if needed. 
Families applying for free or reduced cost meal benefits 
only need to complete and submit one application 
regardless of the number of children in the household, 
even if those children attend different schools within the 
same district. It is essential that families complete their 
applications accurately and completely. Failure to provide 
all necessary information can lead to unnecessary denial of 
benefits or delays in accessing SBP and NSLP meals. The 
application will ask families to list the names and grades 
of all children or youth in the household 18 years of age 
or younger, who are supported by the household’s income, 
under the families’ care due to foster care, or who qualify 
as homeless, migrant or runaways. Applications will then 
ask families to indicate if they are receiving support under 
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program 
or the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations 
(FDPIR). If applicants indicate that they are receiving any 
of these benefits, they will be asked to provide their case 
numbers. 

The income eligibility portion of the application will ask 
applicants to list all adults living in the household and 
their annual gross income in whole dollars. Applicants 
will be directed to include all forms of income including 
wages, alimony, child support and public assistance. Any 
lines on this portion of the application that do not contain 
answers will be read as “zero,” indicating that the family 
does not have any income of the identified type to report. 
Applicants must complete this section with care to ensure 
that they do not accidentally certify that they have less 
income than they actually receive. Such inaccuracies can 
result in future investigation and potential loss of benefits 
if they lead program administrators to falsely believe that 
a family’s income is lower than it really is. If the children 
in a household are receiving any direct income, that must 
be reported in the appropriate space on the application as 
well. At least one adult member of the household will be 
asked to provide the last four digits of his or her Social 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf/
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/directories/index.shtml
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Security Number or to certify that he or she does not have 
one. Applications must then be dated and signed to be 
considered complete. 

Approval for Federal Child Nutrition 
Programs in Virginia
Applications may be submitted to the school or school 
district a child attends at any time, and receipt of benefits 
may begin at any point during the academic year. All 
applications for benefits under the SBP and NSLP 
submitted to schools will be assessed by those schools 
or their designated district officials. If an applying family is 
deemed eligible, they will receive written documentation of 
their approval. Approval documentation will specify:

• To which children in the household the 
approval applies.

• What benefits the identified children qualify 
to receive. 

• The costs of the reduced price meals qualified 
for, if applicable. 

• Any other steps the head of household is 
required or advised to take in relation to the 
programs or benefits. 

• The contact information for one or more 
individual’s families may contact with 
questions, concerns or in the event that there 
has been an error. 

Often, approval letters or accompanying documents 
will inform families about other opportunities, resources 
and benefits for which they may also be eligible, such as 
free or low-cost child health services. Parents of children 
who qualify for benefits can expect to receive requests 
for permission for the school to share income and other 
eligibility-related information with other programs and 
invitations to work with school or government agency 
representatives to explore additional forms of support. 
Families are free to act on or decline these offers as they 
see fit. Students’ eligibility for and access to approval 
federal nutrition program benefits will not be impacted. 
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Breakfast and Lunch Program 
Denials in Virginia 

Applicants may be denied meal benefits under the National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Program or Summer 
Food Service Program for many reasons. In general, denials can be grouped into two categories. Denials may be the result 
of causes that can be corrected or reversed, or they may stem from a failure to meet base eligibility criteria. Examples of 
potentially reversible causes include submitting applications that are incomplete or improperly filled out. Failure to provide 
required supporting documentation that demonstrates eligibility, such as a TANF or SNAP case number, is another example of 
a valid but correctable cause for benefits denial. Applicants who are denied free or reduced-cost meal benefits on the grounds 
that they fail to meet baseline eligibility criteria are typically unable to secure a reversal of that denial decision unless or until 
they experience a change in income or other essential qualifying eligibility factors. For example, applicant households that 
earn income above the federally established eligibility threshold, do not receive services from any other federal programs that 
would qualify them for direct certification and contain no categorically eligible students are rarely able to find any grounds on 
which to have a denial overturned.
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Notification of Denial of Benefits in 
Virginia
Approval of applications for federal food and child nutrition 
program benefits may be communicated verbally or in 
writing. By law, all denials of benefits must be documented 
in writing.  Strict federal guidelines apply to the content of 
denial notices. Notices of denial must supply applicants 
with, at minimum, the following information:

• The reason for which benefits were 
denied 

• Applicants right to appeal the decision 
• How to begin the appeals process 
• An advisement that applicants may 

reapply without cost or limit for free and 
reduced price meal benefits at any point 
in the academic year 

The cause of denial of benefits supplied on the notice 
provides applicants with valuable information regarding 
the potential for a decision reversal. Causes of denial 
related to basic eligibility criteria, such as a household 
income above statutory limits, are not negotiable or open 
to flexibility under federal program guidelines. Generally, 
these denials cannot be reversed unless or until an 
applicant household’s income or household composition 
changes, or members of the household begin receiving 
services from qualifying federal programs such as SNAP 
or TANF. Benefits denied due to procedural issues, such as 
the failure to submit all required documentation or turning 
in an incomplete application, can often be overturned 
through cooperation and coordination with the school 
to meet or comply with proper procedures and avoid the 
need for a hearing altogether.

Applicants may seek to schedule a meeting with district 
representatives before requesting a denial appeal hearing. 
These meetings can provide important opportunities to 
clarify and resolve issues quickly and easily for all parties. 
In many cases, district representatives are willing to work 
with applicants to correct any deficiencies, errors or gaps 
in the original application or supporting documentation. 
Applicants can then resubmit the application successfully 
and may be eligible to begin receiving benefits immediately. 

Applicant participation and engagement in preliminary, 
exploratory or alternative meetings or communications 
with schools for this purpose in no way negatively impact 
the applicant’s standing or rights should he or she later 
request a hearing. 
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Denial of Benefits Hearings in Virginia
Applicants who have been denied federal meal program 
benefits may request an appeal hearing in accordance 
with the policies and procedures of their school district. By 
law, these procedures must be provided to the applicant 
household along with or as part of the written denial 
notice. Schools may allow applicants to request hearings 
verbally or require written requests at their discretion. 
Applicants who were not actively receiving meal benefits 
under the Student Breakfast Program, National School 
Lunch Program or Summer Food Service Program at the 
time their application was denied, will not be eligible for, 
or able to collect benefits until such time as an appeal 
hearing is completed, and a new determination of eligibility 
is provided. 

Households actively receiving benefits that are scheduled 
for discontinuation as a result of a denial of renewal of 
benefits in response to an authentication of their eligibility 
will have 10 days from the receipt of the denial notice to 
request an appeal before their benefits end. Applicants 
who request a hearing within that 10-day period will be 
entitled to continue collecting benefits until the appeal 
and hearing are completed and a new determination of 
eligibility is issued. 

Applicants have the right to bring a third party, including 
an attorney or another individual of their choice, to the 
benefits hearing to support or represent them. The school 
district is required to make the documentation, records 
or other evidence used to determine the contested denial 
of eligibility available to the applicant and the applicant’s 
attorney before and during the hearing. Schools are also 
required to offer reasonable and appropriate options for 
the time, date and location of the hearing. They are further 
required to provide an impartial district official to preside 
over the hearing. By law, the presiding official cannot have 
been involved in the original eligibility decision. USDA 
guidelines advocate the selection of a presiding official 
who outranks the official responsible for the original 
eligibility determination.  

During the hearing, applicants will be given the opportunity 
to submit evidence, documentation and explanations of 

their positions. They will also be afforded opportunities 
to respond to, question and counter arguments provided 
by the district in support of its position. Witnesses may 
be called and examined by both sides. The presiding 
official will consider the original application and all new 
information presented by both sides during the hearing. 
He or she will then issue a new determination of eligibility, 
reversing or upholding the original decision. A written 
notice of the new determination will be provided to all 
parties. If the denial is reversed, students will immediately 
receive access to benefits. If the denial is upheld, students 
will have 10 days from the new notice of denial in which to 
continue receiving benefits before they are discontinued.
All denial of benefits hearings are thoroughly documented. 
Copies of evidence are kept for the record, including verbal 
testimonies and arguments. Schools are required by law 
to keep hearing records for three years and to make them 
available to applicants or their representatives during this 
timeframe. 
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7 Inexpensive Foods to Avoid
While Shopping With Food Stamps

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, also known as SNAP, is sometimes referred to by its previous name, 
food stamps. The program helps millions of Americans each year to buy food for themselves and their families. However, 
the amount of money allocated for eligible recipients can sometimes leave them struggling to plan their meals in both a 
nutritionally sound and inexpensive way. There are several foods that may seem like good purchases while grocery shopping, 
either because they are convenient, appealing or priced well. However, without planning ahead, a shopper may find him or 
herself purchasing foods that, while priced low, are still not worth the money. Whether these foods have limited methods for 
use or poor nutritional content, they should be kept out of grocery baskets whenever possible. Follow the guide below to learn 
which foods to avoid when shopping with food stamps. 

http://www.dss.virginia.gov/benefit/snap.cgi
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Foods Not on Your Meal Plan
A meal plan is key to sticking with a strict food budget while 
also remaining healthy. Your meal plan should be carefully 
considered before each shopping trip and optimized for 
nutritional content, as well as low prices. For example, 
planning several meals with shared ingredients can help 
you to limit the number of items you need to purchase. 
You can also plan on making a basic dish a few times 
a week and expanding it into several other dishes, such 
as a tomato sauce that can be used for pasta, stew or a 
soup base. Additionally, you can use your meal plan as 
an indication of the nutritional value of each meal, like by 
offsetting a high-sodium ingredient with other foods that 
have no sodium. If you buy foods you have not planned 
for, you may find yourself running out of manageable meal 
ideas during the week or having to consume meals of 
lower nutritional value than you were planning. 

Single-Purpose Ingredients
Unless you are certain that you will use all of one ingredient 
you are buying in a meal, try to avoid purchasing an item 
that will only be used for a single recipe. The item may be 
inexpensive itself, but if you end up with leftovers that you 
have no way of using, it is a waste of money. A better option 
would be to research replacement ingredients to use in 
certain dishes. You will often be able to find suggested 
for replacement ingredients in common dishes by looking 
online or through your own experimentation. Even a food 
that is only semi-perishable or non-perishable may end up 
being wasted. Although products such as spices, flours, 
grains and dried goods can often be stored for months at 
a time, they will eventually begin to lose their quality and 
flavor. If you put them away and forget about them, you 
may never be able to use them. 

“White” Grains
Grain foods, such as bread and rice, can make you feel full 
and satisfied. However, the white or processed versions 
of these foods are more quickly digested, meaning that 
after consuming them, you have a tendency to feel hungry 
again soon. They also have fewer vitamins and minerals 
than their whole grain counterparts. Whole grains contain 
added fiber, which aids digestion and helps you feel fuller 

longer. They can contain necessary nutrients, including 
B-vitamins, zinc and magnesium. Try to make at least half 
of your grain foods whole grain. You should also check the 
label for fiber content. Three grams per serving or higher is 
considered a good amount of fiber. 

Foods With a Short Shelf Life
Food that may spoil before you get the chance to eat them 
will also probably not be worth the purchase. Many fresh 
foods are often steeply discounted by grocery stores as 
they begin to wilt or grow stale. Fresh bread sold the next 
day or produce and meat items that are due to expire on 
the day of purchase are good examples. Taking advantage 
of these lowered prices can be an excellent idea and it is 
possible to gain significant savings by doing so. However, 
if you buy a large quantity discounted item, you may be 
unable to eat all of it before you have to throw it away. For 
example, fresh vegetables can lose nutrients the longer 
they are kept. Unless you are able to use them all up in a 
short amount of time, you may be better off buying frozen 
vegetables. Cured lunch meats should also be avoided 
because they last for a far shorter time than meat you cut 
and cook yourself. 

Processed Foods
Processed foods can often seem like good deals since 
they are relatively inexpensive and filling. However, there 
are a number of issues involved in buying them. These 
foods are likely to be high in calories and will provide a 
certain amount of energy accordingly. However, they are 
also usually low in nutrients, meaning that consistent 
consumption of these products instead of other nutritious 
items can result in poorer long-term health. Processed 
foods are often less adaptable than whole foods. Since 
they have already been prepared to a certain extent, there 
is only so much you can do to them to make them work 
with more than one recipe or meal. As a result, they will not 
fit well into a comprehensive meal plan. While processed 
meats are tempting to purchase as a cheap protein source, 
they should be avoided. They often contain added sodium 
and preservatives, making them an unhealthy choice.
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Ingredients That Will Make Your 
Meals Last Longer

Free or discounted food is useless if it does not last long enough to eat. Sometimes, you may prepare a meal and think it 
is enough food to feed everyone in your family, only to find that it is all gone before anyone is full. You may also pull out the 
groceries from your fridge and cupboards to make a meal, only to learn that they have spoiled and cannot be used. In both 
cases, there are food ingredients you can add, whether to a finished meal or the ingredients comprising them, to make them 
last longer. One way to make meals last longer is to include healthy filler foods. Another way is to make the constituent 
ingredients last longer so that they are still good when you are finally ready to use them to make a meal. In both cases, you can 
stretch your food budget and prevent food waste, giving yourself the greatest quantity of food for your money. The following 
are some of the food ingredients that can help make other foods last longer. 
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Grains
Proteins, fruits and vegetables can be considerably more 
expensive than whole grains. Therefore, you should focus 
on stretching proteins, fruits or vegetable dishes with the 
addition of whole grains, like rice, quinoa or millet. Unlike 
refined grains, whole grains are high in dietary fiber and 
can fill you up and satiate your appetite as quickly as a 
protein, fruit or vegetable. 

Lemon Juice
Citric acid can act as a preservative for certain foods. 
You can keep the second half of an opened avocado from 
turning brown and rotting before you can use it by sprinkling 
lemon juice over it. You will achieve a similar effect dripping 
lemon juice over the avocado slices or wedges in a salad, 
or by sprinkling it over a cut cucumber, tomato or another 
fruit or vegetable with high water content.

Olive Oil
Olive oil has a similar effect as lemon juice on fresh 
produce prone to rotting quickly, like avocados. The olive 
oil protects these foods from the oxidation process caused 
by exposure to the air. You can use either lemon juice or 
olive oil individually to make salads and fresh produce last 
longer or you can use them together with no conflict.

Vinegar
Vinegar is another preservative that is safe to use on food. 
Use vinegar to make cheese last longer by creating a 
vinegar-soaked paper towel and wrapping the cheese in it. 
You should also place it in a sealed plastic bag and place it 
in the refrigerator until needed. If you avoid using too much 
vinegar, it will not affect the taste of the cheese. Vinegar 
can also make your berries last longer. Simply wash them 
in a mixture of one-part vinegar and three parts water, then 
rinse and thoroughly dry them before eating or adding 
into a meal, or before placing any unused portions in the 
refrigerator for later use. Bacteria that could later turn into 
mold is killed by the presence of vinegar. By preventing the 
premature molding of the berries, you will make any dish in 
which they are added to last longer as well.

Apples
Apples are specifically useful for helping to preserve 
potatoes. While the ethylene gas that all fruits emit in high 
quantities as they age can generally cause premature 
ripening and hasten rotting of most other fruits and 
vegetables, the effect is the opposite on potatoes. The 
ethylene gas that a single apple emits onto an entire bag 
of potatoes with which it is stored can help to prevent all 
of the potatoes from sprouting, thereby making them last 
longer. 

Bread
Before it turns stale, place extra or old bread into the freezer. 
You can then pull it out and cube it into croutons to use 
on salads. Simply sprinkle olive oil over the cubes, season 
to taste and broil them until crispy. Alternatively, you can 
grind old bread preserved in the freezer into breadcrumbs 
to add more substance and texture to various meals, from 
meatballs to baked fish, making them more filling with 
smaller portions.

Root Vegetable Greens
The greens you trim off the tops of turnips, carrots and 
radishes can actually be used to help fill out a pesto sauce 
because they can enlarge the quantity of the pesto without 
adding extra basil and cheese. You may need to add a little 
more of your other ingredients to capture the right flavor 
you want, but nowhere near the amount you would if you 
were to try to make the same portion size of pesto without 
the root vegetable greens. You can achieve the same basic 
effect with root vegetable greens in any other green sauce, 
including salsa verde.

Vegetable Ends and Bits
You can stretch out most meat and/or vegetable meals by 
turning them into a soups or stews. All the ends and bits of 
vegetables you have chopped up over the days and weeks, 
if stored properly in the freezer, can be combined with 
water into a pot and cooked into a soup stock or broth. 
You can also add meat bones you have safely stored for 
this purpose. Simmer the ingredients together in water for 
several hours to release and saturate the water with their 
flavors. You can strain these ingredients from your broth 
or stock before you use it or leave them in when serving. 
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How to Use Leftovers to 
Prep a New Meal

A student group at the University of Virginia known as Campus Kitchens is taking leftovers donated from school dining halls 
and serving them to the indigents in their local communities. In some cases, the students simply reheat meals to serve in 
the same form as they were originally served. However, in many cases, the students use the leftovers as the foundations for 
entirely new dishes. 

Using the same techniques these Virginia college students used to repurpose leftovers to help feed the poor and hungry, you 
can feed you and your family more affordably. When turning leftovers into new meals, think about the leftovers as ingredients 
rather than as meals. In so doing, you will have an easier time seeing the various ways you can bring new life to an old dish. 
Some ingredients even improve in flavor by being cooked together or combined with other ingredients and then left to set. 
Leftovers containing flavorful and heavy foods, such as pasta dishes, may only need slight enhancing or freshening up. This 
can be done by adding extra sauce, cheese or a sprig of fresh herbs or nuts, to transform the dish into a whole new meal. 
Additionally, a few key elements of food safety should be taken into consideration. Preparing new meals from leftovers is not 
just for foods you have cooked at home. Next time you are unable to clear your plate at a restaurant, ask for a takeout box and 
bring the leftovers home so you can add to your ingredients list for future meals.
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Turn Leftover Vegetables Into Soup
Certain vegetables, like root vegetables, leafy greens 
and other starches, are easy to cook in large quantities. 
However, they are also filling foods and do not necessarily 
lend to eating in large quantities at once. Therefore, it is 
common to have these foods leftover in your freezer or 
fridge. Fortunately, vegetables like these make excellent 
bases for soups. You can simply toss your leftover 
vegetables into a stock pot or crockpot and turn the dial to 
simmer. Add seasonings and possibly a protein, such as 
beef or chicken, for a finished soup. For a thicker, creamier 
soup, once you heat all the ingredients together, you can 
blend it in a blender or food processor until smoothly 
pureed. Serve with bread for a well-balanced meal. You 
can also make a stew instead by chopping your vegetables 
into larger pieces and adding some wine or beer to your 
liquid base. 

Turn Sandwiches Into Salads
When you prepare too many sandwiches to be eaten in one 
sitting, you can use the leftovers to create a hearty salad. 
Sandwich ingredients including meat, cheese, lettuce 
and tomato can be cut down into smaller wedges and 
tossed into a salad. Add extra lettuce and salad veggies as 
needed, or consider adding chopped up hard boiled eggs. 
The extra bread can be crumpled into crumbs or broken up 
into croutons.

Turn Grains, Starches and Veggies Into 
a Stir Fry
A stir fry is an easy way to breathe new life into a grains-
based dish. Starting with a whole grain like quinoa or rice, 
add leafy greens, legumes or avocado. You can even make 
a base from potatoes or hummus for a creamier dish, or 
add fruit, like pineapple, for a sweeter one. If you do not like 
frying foods, you can alternatively mix up the same batch 
of leftover ingredients into a bowl to eat cold. Combine 
a base of whole grain or leafy greens, with a protein, 
vegetables, toppings like seeds, nuts and avocados and 
your choice of dressing. 

Whip up Your Leftovers Into an Omelet
Eggs make a perfect medium for reimagining a variety of 

leftovers. Vegetables, meats and cheeses are naturally 
suited for omelets. Even dishes cooked with sauces can 
be poured and whisked into an omelet. The texture of 
eggs is able to absorb most sauces and seasonings, while 
the mild flavor of eggs nicely complements the strong 
flavors of sauces and seasonings. An alternative to mixing 
leftovers into an omelet is to roll them up in tortillas, pitas 
or lavish breads to make wraps. Alternatively, you can 
make a frittata by adding potatoes to your eggs. 

Kitchen Sink Casseroles
Your leftovers can be combined in a buttered casserole 
dish, covered and baked to breathe delicious new life into 
them. Ideally, you should include one starch, such as pasta, 
potatoes or rice, one protein, such as meat, eggs or beans, 
one vegetable and one sauce, such as a tomato sauce or 
cream sauce. You can then add extra flavor with celery, 
salt, pepper and other herbs or spices of your choosing, 
along with any favorite toppings like grated cheese, fried 
onion rings or bread crumbs. 

Leftover Food Safety Considerations
Leftover meats and eggs should be cooked to a proper 
internal temperature before being stored for later use. 
If you choose not to freeze your leftovers, they should 
be refrigerated at a temperature of at most 40 degrees 
Fahrenheit within two hours of being cooked. Make sure 
all work surfaces and kitchen utensils are cleaned and 
sanitized before they come in contact with leftovers. 
Leftover cooked food should be reheated to an internal 
temperature of at least 165 degrees Fahrenheit before 
being eaten. If reheating leftover gravy, soup or sauce, 
or making any of these items with other leftovers, bring 
the mixture to a boil before serving or eating. Whether 
you choose to prepare and serve your leftovers as is or 
repurposed into a new meal, be sure that they are eaten 
within three to five days and throw out any uneaten 
portions after this time period. 



Virginia Department of Social Services Guide | 109

Affordable Ways to Make Your 
Meals More Exciting

When planning meals while adhering to a strict budget, you may find yourself repeating the same dishes over again, simply to 
use up ingredients. Even if you do want to explore new menu ideas, you might find yourself buying several expensive and exotic 
ingredients while being unsure of how the dish will turn out. There are several ways you can make your meals more interesting 
without spending more than your allotted food budget, while still ensuring the resulting meals are enjoyable. Investigation and 
experimentation are both key in trying new types of food. While you may not love everything you try, experimenting with one 
new ingredient at a time and seeing what you can do with it can help you stay in control of the meal’s flavor and your budget. 
You can also find ways to make your usual dishes significantly more enjoyable by substituting one ingredient for another, 
trying a different method of cooking or even simply changing the way it is served. Follow the guide below for several ideas on 
making your dishes more exciting while keeping them affordable.
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Explore Fresh Produce
Fruit and vegetables include the greatest variety of food 
items available. Colors, textures and flavors differ from 
one item to the next and exploring these options can 
make your meals far more exciting. Fresh produce can be 
prohibitively expensive when purchased at grocery stores 
out of season. A good way around this is to visit your 
closest farmer’s market. You can find the market closest to 
you using the USDA’s online directory. By visiting farmer’s 
markets, you may be able to find in-season produce more 
easily and priced more competitively. You may be restricted 
to the items that are currently in season, which offers an 
added interesting challenge to your meal planning. You 
may find a great bulk rate price on an item you have never 
tried before, leading you to experiment with recipes that 
include this ingredient throughout the week. Soups, stews 
and stir fries can all be altered to accommodate a new kind 
of vegetable. 

Vary Cooking Methods 
If you find yourself repeating the same pattern of baking, 
frying and boiling your meals, you can change the way you 
cook the ingredients for a different effect. If you normally 
serve fried chicken, try grilling or poaching it instead. A 
boiled cauliflower side dish can be made more interesting 
by pickling the cauliflower or deep-frying it for an exciting 
crunch and added texture. You can even try adding new 
ingredients to your usual dishes to alter their tastes. A 
good example is using fruit in savory dishes. For example, 
you can try adding citrus fruits to chicken and fish or an 
apple to a pork dish. Many mixed dishes such as stir fries, 
stews or casseroles can benefit from the addition of fruit 
flavors. 

Try Constructible and Shared Food
Constructible or shared food can create more social meal 
times and also allows a varying of the food itself. If you are 
planning to serve sandwiches, you could lay out all of the 
ingredients on the table and allow everyone to construct 
their own meal. The same can be done with pizza toppings, 
wraps, tacos and a variety of other meals.

Experiment With Spices
Spices are relatively inexpensive, and can give new life to 
any recipe. Simply making a dish hotter by using chilies 
could result in a more exciting and entertaining meal time. 
You might offer chilies on the side of the meal and allow 
everyone to add their own. Otherwise, spices and herbs 
can be used in many different ways. You could add a 
pinch of cinnamon or cumin to a dish of vegetables, cloves 
or bay leaves to a meat dish or make your own mix of 
oregano, basil and other flavors for pasta sauce. By using 
spices and herbs in their pure forms and not relying on 
pre-made mixes, you offer yourself a bigger opportunity to 
experiment and discover your own personal preferences. 
Pre-made spice mixes also sometimes contain high levels 
of unwanted sodium, so it is best to avoid them. 

Use Coupons
The general rule when shopping with coupons is to only use 
coupons that can save you money on purchases you were 
intending to make anyway. Although coupons can result in 
huge savings, buying items you will not use is still a waste 
of money. However, it might be worth looking through any 
coupons you come across to see whether there is an item 
on sale that you have not used very often before. If there is, 
you might be able to research interesting recipes around it 
and find something new worth trying.

Research and Explore
New ideas for food and meal planning can be found 
everywhere, including print publications and online. If 
you narrow your search parameters to only meals that 
are affordable for you, you should still be able to locate 
many new ideas. You might be able to find some easy 
to replicate homemade versions of dishes that you have 
enjoyed in restaurants. Exploring the cuisine of a particular 
country, such as India or Japan, can also inspire you with 
new meal ideas. You can even try substituting any exotic, 
unaffordable ingredients with your own ideas. This will 
give you a chance to experiment with the dish according to 
your tastes, while still staying within your budget.

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/vegetables
https://www.ams.usda.gov/local-food-directories/farmersmarkets
https://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/dga2005/healthieryou/html/tips_herbs_spices.html
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11 Items Everyone Should 
Have in The Pantry

A well-stocked kitchen extends past the refrigerator and freezer and into the pantry, where nonperishable items are kept. 
With a properly stocked pantry, you can put together a tasty meal quickly without much effort or simply grab an item already 
prepared to consume on the go. Items comprising a well-stocked pantry include various baking ingredients, sweeteners, 
drinks, grains, cereals, snacks, canned goods, dried spices, herbs and other key basics. Make sure the products you put in your 
pantry are properly sealed for safe and sanitary storage. If a food item is perishable, then once it is opened, it should be placed 
in the refrigerator or freezer. If a packaged nonperishable food item from your pantry is opened, make sure it is resealed in its 
own airtight container. If the original airtight container is somehow compromised, another container, such as food-safe plastic 
or glass with its own lid, should be used. Here are 11 food items you should consider adding to your pantry.
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1. Dry Beans
Beans are high in protein, fiber and healthy fats. Unlike 
other sources of those nutrients, however, dry beans are 
not perishable. Having a variety of beans in your pantry 
will provide diversity in your diet, even if you face a power 
outage. In addition to making full servings of beans, you 
can also add smaller portions to salads, wraps, soups and 
salsas. 

2. Dried Grains
Grains like rice, quinoa and millet can balance any meal 
or form a substantial base for a meal. Oats can be turned 
into breakfast cereal, roasted into granola or cooked into 
breads. Grains will last almost indefinitely in the pantry, 
as long as they are stored in airtight containers. When 
comparing grains, quinoa is particularly rich in protein and 
fiber, while also being low in calories. It is a hearty source 
of B vitamins and iron as well. Quinoa is as convenient 
to cook as it is healthy to eat, taking only 15 minutes to 
prepare from start to finish. 

3. Olive Oil
You can cook with olive oil, or simply drizzle it over breads, 
pastas, vegetables and fish dishes. However, be cautious 
with the quantity you consume at one time since it is high 
in calories. One tablespoon of olive oil contains about 
120 calories. Extra virgin olive oil that is organic and cold 
pressed is the healthiest kind. 

4. Canned Olives
There are many vegetables that are sold in cans, but 
olives are particularly essential due to the vast number of 
dishes they can be added to for extra substance, flavor and 
nutrition. You can also eat olives individually straight from 
the can. Olives are high in monounsaturated fats, which 
are good for the heart.  

5. Honey
Honey lasts for years in the pantry and is a healthier form 
of sweetener than granulated white sugar. Additionally, 
honey is a helpful cough suppressant and hangover aid. 
You can use honey to sweeten salad dressings, sauces 

and marinades or whole grain baked goods. You can 
also swap out the sugar in any baked recipe for honey by 
simply lowering the baking temperature of the recipe by 
25 degrees. 

6. Vinegars
Different vinegars serve various dietary purposes, each 
possessing its own unique flavor. A well-stocked pantry 
should at least include: apple cider vinegar, red wine 
vinegar, sherry or balsamic vinegar and unseasoned rice 
vinegar. The variety will help ensure you have the proper 
flavor for the right sauce or dish. 

7. Salt and Pepper
Salt and pepper basic seasonings that should be well-
stocked. It may be beneficial to have at least two types of 
salt in your pantry, coarse Kosher salt and finer seasoning 
salt. Additionally, note that some salts contain iodine, while 
other salts, like sea salt, do not. Consider having both 
options in your pantry. Pepper can be bought ground or in 
peppercorns that must be put through a grinder. Consider 
whether black pepper is all that you want, or if you want 
additional varieties, including white pepper. 

8. Dried Herbs, Spices or Mixed 
Seasoning Blends
One way to satisfy your desire to keep your meals filled 
with interesting and palatable flavors is to stock your 
pantry with a variety of individual seasonings. You may 
also consider purchasing a variety of seasoning blends. 
Seasoned salt is a standard blend, combining salt and a 
variety of common seasonings to spice up most meat, 
vegetable and grain dishes. An alternative mixed blend 
is herbs de Provence, a commonly sold mixture of basil, 
oregano, parsley, lavender, marjoram, tarragon, rosemary 
and thyme. 

9. Tomato Paste
Sold in cans, tomato paste lasts almost indefinitely in the 
pantry. Add it to dishes that you would like to flavor without 
heaping on fatty, high calorie, expensive sauces and 
seasonings. Tomatoes are also high in lycopene, which is 

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/vegetables-beans-and-peas
https://www.choosemyplate.gov/grains
https://www.choosemyplate.gov/oils
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known to fight and help prevent cancer. Tomato paste is a way to obtain this beneficial chemical through tomatoes without 
worrying about spoilage. Furthermore, tomato paste has a particularly high lycopene content.

10. Dark Chocolate Squares
Keeping dark chocolate squares in the pantry can allow you to satisfy cravings for sweets without overindulging in sugary and 
fatty desserts. They can also be used to make desserts, or, in lesser amounts, to add a unique flavor to sauces. Chocolate has 
been scientifically linked with weight loss and it contains polyphenols, which are known to help fight against illness. 

11. Broth
Whether you prefer chicken, beef or vegetable broth, you can buy it in a carton or can and keep it in your pantry for quite a long 
time. When you are ready to use it, add it to chili or use it as a base for soups or stews. You can also replace oil with broth when 
you sauté vegetables. However, be sure to read the labels before you purchase broth because they are not all made the same. 
Some broths are much higher in sodium than others or contain added caramel coloring and sugar, which should be avoided. 
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A Simple Guide to Making 
the Perfect One-Pot Meal

Busy schedules are the way of life these days and they can make it hard for you find time to care for your family. If you are also 
struggling with a tight budget, it may seem impossible to provide healthy meals to your family all the time. However, according 
to the United States Department of Agriculture, you do not have to sacrifice your family’s health due to limited time or grocery 
money. Instead, you must simply find your own way to incorporate healthy foods into your family meal plans. One way to 
integrate more healthy foods into your family meals without sacrificing too much time or money is to start cooking one-pot 
meals. One-pot meals can be cooked in any type of vessel, including a crock pot or a skillet. The food can be cooked quickly 
and with minimal clean up. Below is a simple guide to making the perfect one-pot meal.
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Choose the Right Cookware
One-pot meals can be prepared in almost any cookware 
that is large enough. The cookware you must use will 
depend on the dish you wish to prepare. However, 
regardless of the dish chosen, it is important to use high-
quality cookware that is in good condition if you want to 
make the perfect one-pot meal. Substandard cookware 
may cause uneven heating. As a result, you may burn your 
casserole or under cook parts of your pot roast. Aluminum 
is particularly inefficient and should be avoided altogether. 
When choosing your cookware, you can also make the 
cleanup process easier by selecting cookware that can also 
double as serving dishes. A casserole dish or Dutch oven 
can easily be moved directly to your dinner table from your 
kitchen. By cutting out the additional step of transferring 
the meal into a serving dish, you will save time and reduce 
the number of dishes you will have to wash later.

Revolve Some of Your Recipes Around 
Rice
Many of the best one pot meals involve rice for a number 
of reasons. Rice is inexpensive, so it can fit into your 
budget easily. You can also freeze it, making it the perfect 
choice if intend to cook large one-pot meals and freeze 
the leftovers. Additionally, rice goes well with most other 
foods, meaning you can use it to experiment and come up 
with perfect one-pot meals for your family. For example, 
you can combine it in a pot with some of your family 
members’ favorite vegetables and chosen meats to create 
a quick meal everyone in the house will love. 

Incorporate Pasta Into Your Perfect One-
Pot Meal
Pasta is another ingredient that is popular and inexpensive. 
Pasta is a versatile ingredient because it comes in many 
different forms. For example, in a one-pot meal, you could 
use spaghetti, linguini, elbow macaroni or penne. Many 
perfect one-pot pasta meal recipes are available online, 
such as vegan pasta one-pots, Greek pasta bakes and 
barbecue chicken pasta. Therefore, you are sure to find at 
least one perfect one-pot pasta meal that will please your 
family members’ tastes.

Use Ingredients You Already Have on 
Hand
You can put almost any ingredients in a pot and cook a dish, 
but resist the temptation to try fancy recipes, especially 
right away. Some of the most perfect one-pot meals can 
be made with ingredients you already have on hand. You 
are likely to stock foods in your home that your family 
members already enjoy, so try a recipe that utilizes these 
favorite foods. For example, if your children like cheese, 
try making a one-pot meal like homemade macaroni and 
cheese or cheesy chili, using ingredients on hand. The one-
pot recipe you choose will be even more delicious because 
you will not have to spend extra money on it and you will 
use ingredients in your home before they spoil.
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Use a Slow Cooker Whenever Possible
Whenever possible, use your slow cooker to make the perfect one-pot meal. By using your slow cooker to make the meal, the 
food will be more flavorful, juicy and tender. Slow cookers also offer versatility so you can use them to make perfect one-pot 
dishes of various types, including soups, casseroles, pot roasts and more. Additionally, a slow cooker can be set and ignored 
for the most part until the cooking time has elapsed, leaving you free to partake in family activities during the cooking process. 

If you do use a slow cooker to make a one-pot meal, you must follow a specific procedure if you want the meal to come out 
correctly. Begin by thawing any meat you intend to use thoroughly ahead of time. When you are ready to start cooking, put 
in any vegetables you intend to use first, unless the recipe specifically states that certain vegetables should be added later in 
the cooking process. Most vegetables need a long time to cook in a slow cooker, but some softer vegetables require very little 
cooking time. 

After you have added vegetables requiring a long cooking time to your slow cooker, you may add the meat. Once the meat is in 
the pot, add any nondairy sauce or broth you intend to use. Then, set the timer and walk away. Do not take the lid off the slow 
cooker to check the cooking process because it will lose heat, which may impact the cooking time needed. The lid should only 
be removed when ingredients must be added. For example, milk or other dairy based liquids must be added near the end of 
the cooking process if you want to cook the perfect one-pot meal. The same is true for grains or pasta. 
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How to Make Your Own 

When thinking about snacks, you may picture candy, cookies and other tasty treats. You may also feel that snacks are to be 
avoided because most of them are so unhealthy. However, you will be doing yourself a disservice if you choose to try to avoid 
snacking entirely. Snacking throughout the day can actually prevent you from eating too much when it is time for your main 
courses. Therefore, snacking may benefit you if you want to maintain a steadier feeling of fullness, lose weight or simply keep 
your body supplied with a consistent amount of fuel, instead of experiencing periods of fullness and starvation. However, the 
snacks you consume must be healthy if you want to get the full benefits of snacking between meals without unwanted side 
effects, such as weight gain or blood sugar problems. The information below will help you learn how to make your own healthy 
snack foods.

Healthy Snack Foods
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Invest in Snack Sized Storage Options
If you want to make your own healthy snack foods 
regularly, but your schedule is busy or you are trying to 
make healthy snacks for your entire family, you should 
first attain organization. Lack of organization will lead 
you to grab prepackaged, unhealthy snacks for the sake 
of convenience. To avoid this problem, invest in snack 
sized plastic storage containers or plastic bags. Use 
your containers and bags to prepare snacks that you can 
refrigerate, freeze or place in your pantry well ahead of time. 
This allows for quick access when your family members 
are on the go. According to the United States Department 
of Agriculture, using snack sized containers will also help 
you to measure out proper portions and avoid over eating.

Use Nuts as a Protein Packed Snack 
Base
Unsalted nuts are high in healthy protein and can give 
you a quick energy boost during the day. However, nuts 
can sometimes be boring to eat by themselves, which is 
why they are better used as a protein-packed snack base. 
Combine nuts with various types of dried fruits, such as 
raisins, for a little added sweetness. Alternatively, try using 
unsalted nuts as a topping for other healthy snacks, such 
as yogurt.

Consider Other Forms of Protein in Your 
Daily Snacks
It may seem strange, but meat is a perfectly acceptable 
healthy snack food, as long as you portion it properly and 
pair it with other healthy snacks. For example, sliced deli 
turkey is a lean meat that pairs well with cheese. For a 
slightly more innovative pairing, try rolling some fruit slices 
inside turkey slices. 

Incorporate Fruits and Vegetables in 
Your Snack Plan
Vegetables are healthy snack foods that provide many 
flavor options. For example, you can choose from celery 
sticks or carrots for quick snacks when you are in a rush. 
Alternatively, you can use fresh vegetables to make your 
own miniature healthy pizza on an English muffin or bagel. 

Most sliced vegetables stay fresh for several days in the 
refrigerator, so you can slice them ahead of time and have 
them ready whenever they are needed. 

When it comes to making your own healthy snacks with 
fruits, you have many options. For example, fruits like 
bananas can be eaten whole or sliced. You can even 
purchase dried banana slices, if you prefer. It is also 
possible to combine fruits to make smoothies for snacks 
you can drink on your way to work or other appointments. 
You could also buy canned fruit if you have trouble eating 
fresh fruits fast enough before they spoil. 

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/ten-tips-snack-tips-for-parents
https://www.choosemyplate.gov/ten-tips-snack-tips-for-parents
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Eat Whole Grain Snacks to Fill You up
Snacks that incorporate whole-grain ingredients are quite filling and can help you get through a long day. The energy provided 
by these snacks is often long lasting, as opposed to the short burst of energy you may get from unhealthy snack foods. Whole 
grain breads, cereals and pretzels can be eaten along with other healthy snack items, such as peanut butter. Whole grain 
tortilla chips are also a good alternative. However, if you intend to enjoy the tortilla chips with salsa, try making your own salsa 
so that you can add fresh, healthy ingredients to it.

Give Your Snacks a Sweet Kick
If you are like most people, you probably enjoy eating sweets. Sugary treats can be a major road block when you are making 
an effort to switch to healthy snacking. However, it is possible to eat healthy snacks and still satisfy your sweet tooth at the 
same time. To achieve this, you must find sweet snacks that are not full of processed sugars. Honey is one sweet snack that 
is healthy and delicious when combined with other foods, such as yogurt. You can also experiment to find sweet pairings 
that work with whatever snack you are trying to create. For example, honey may not pair well with popcorn, but a little cocoa 
powder will. You may also find it difficult to put honey in your trail mix, but the addition of raisins or other sweet dried fruits can 
give it the sweet kick you crave without the sticky mess. 

Experiment With Healthy Snack Recipe Substitutions
If you have a favorite unhealthy snack recipe, you may not need to abandon it entirely. Experiment with healthy substitutions 
to create a better version of the snack that you can enjoy without guilt. For example, apple sauce can often be substituted for 
butter to reduce the fat content of a recipe. It is also possible to use dried fruits in place of sugar to make a snack food still 
taste sweet while being much healthier. Many of these substitutions have been well documented by cooking experts and can 
easily be found in cookbooks or on online websites and forums.
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Affordable Herbs and Spices

Feeding a family requires strategic planning when considering where to buy the most affordable ingredients for weekly meals. 
The easiest way to ensure savings each week is to purchase store brand items instead of name brand items. They usually 
contain the same ingredients but are sold for a fraction of the cost and offer little difference in taste. One of the most effective 
ways to utilize this strategy and to make food shopping more affordable is to purchase store brand herbs and spices over 
leading brand name versions. Whether shopping in stores or online, there are several options available to purchase the most 
affordably priced herbs and spices for a variety of recipes and meals, regardless of where you are living. Saving a few dollars 
per week on store brand herbs and spices can add up to substantial savings over the course of a year for many individuals 
and families.
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Get Affordable Herbs and Spices at the 
Supermarket 
Research has proven that while local supermarket stores 
tend to charge more for herbs and spices than other 
outlets do, the possibility of purchasing affordable herbs 
and spices is still available to customers who frequent 
their local supermarket for their weekly family meal needs. 
Purchasing store brand herbs and spices, such as cinnamon 
and salt, can save countless dollars over the course of the 
year. The difference may appear to be insubstantial at first 
since a shopper is saving mere cents by purchasing store 
brand instead of name brand. However, that small amount 
adds up quickly when considering the large amount of 
money that families spend on grocery shopping each 
week. There are potential downsides to purchasing store 
brand items, such as small differences in flavor or texture. 
However, overall, they do not have an overriding difference 
to name brand items. This is particularly prevalent when 
considering purchasing herbs and spices, as there is no 
noticeable difference in the products sold under name 
brand packaging and store brand packaging.

Many chefs buy store brand herbs and spices for their 
restaurants so they can reduce the costs spent on weekly 
ingredients. There is little to no difference in terms of the 
way the spices taste once the meal is completed, therefore 
the amount saved per week on herbs and spices alone 
can create savings for a family that tends to use these 
items frequently. The primary reason for the differentiation 
between name brand and store brand can be generally 
attributed to the lack of advertising costs used for store 
brand items. These items are not marketed in the same 
way name brand items are, allowing the company to 
charge less.

Get Good Deals on Affordable Herbs 
and Spices at an Ethnic Market
In addition to investing in store brand herbs and spices 
over name brand items, families can save on the cost of 
herbs and spices by frequenting their local ethnic markets. 
While shopping at the local supermarket provides 
convenience, ethnic markets tend to carry a larger variety 
of herbs and spices for a fraction of the cost of the local 

supermarkets. The herbs and spices may come in plastic 
bags as opposed to the conventional cylinders, but there 
is generally no difference between storage quality or shelf 
life despite the varied containers. Some traditional spices 
may come packaged under different names than what is 
printed on generic store brand labels found at the local 
supermarket, but they are essentially the same items and 
can be used the same in any recipes calling for them. The 
difference in price between herbs and spices available at a 
local supermarket and those offered at an ethnic market is 
noticeable and there is more potential to save money when 
choosing to purchase these items at an ethnic market. It is 
also possible for customers to purchase additional herbs 
and spices in the ethnic aisle contained within their local 
supermarket, as they are often stocked with options that 
are not available within the regular spice aisle. However, 
these items will be similarly priced to other supermarket 
products. 
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Buy Affordable Herbs and Spices Online
Another financially beneficial way to purchase affordable herbs and spices is to use spice specific retailers and websites that 
offer online ordering for their products. Shipping costs and times are commensurate with other online shopping retailers, 
though there may be a better opportunity to save if a specific website or spice company is offering coupons or savings deals 
for their consumers. The overall price differential is minimal, since most online spice retailers offer their products for similar 
prices as supermarkets across America.

Another way to make dried herbs more affordable for family meals is to purchase the herbs fresh from the supermarket and 
dry them at home. This allows for the possibility to purchase more of the herbs for less money while also providing long-term 
usage out of the home dried herbs. 

Is buying bulk worth the savings?
Many resources suggest that buying spices and herbs in bulk is another option when attempting to find the most affordable 
prices for these items. However, it is not generally recommended for families to purchase bulk herbs and spices unless they 
frequently feed larger volumes of people or prepare meals that are heavily spiced. It may be beneficial to purchase other 
products in bulk, such as rice or pasta, when buying groceries for a family, but the savings on buying herbs and spices in bulk 
is relatively minimal in comparison to the prices attributed to such items at supermarkets or ethnic markets. 
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Affordable Vegan Foods

Veganism has become a popular diet because it is claimed to be healthier. For a food to be vegan, it must contain no animal 
products. Foods that do not contain meat and meat products, like beef, poultry, pork, mutton, fish, sausages and deli meats 
are vegan, or vegetarian. Veganism is different from vegetarianism because vegans do not eat any food products that come 
from animal sources either, like milk, eggs and honey. Similar to any diet, however, for a vegan diet to be healthy, it must 
contain sufficient daily amounts of the nutrients the body needs. 

The following list of affordable vegan foods is conveniently split up into the categories assigned by the United States 
Department of Agriculture in its MyPlate system, which describes a complete, well-balanced diet. By selecting affordable 
vegan foods from each category daily, you can ensure that you are eating a wholesome, balanced and complete vegan diet 
that is also affordable. The key to affording a healthy vegan diet is to avoid a lot of premade and packaged foods that you 
simply open, perhaps heat, and eat, which tend to be expensive. Instead, focus on ingredients that you can prepare into a 
variety of healthful meals, which tend to be more economical. Additionally, choose store brands and generic versions of 
the food products you purchase rather than buying more expensive brand names, unless there are specific tastes or quality 
reasons to do so. 

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/budget
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Protein
Nuts, beans and legumes are all good and affordable 
vegan sources of protein. These three foods are also high 
in healthy fats and oils. In general, peanuts and peanut 
butter are the most affordable nuts, but you can also 
find almonds, cashews, hazelnuts, sunflower seeds and 
pumpkin seeds for relatively inexpensive prices. When 
it comes to beans and legumes, soy is one of the most 
common alternatives because it is available in various 
forms, including tempeh, tofu, edamame and veggie 
burgers. Chickpeas, also known as garbanzo beans, are 
also an inexpensive protein choice that you can find and 
use to make falafel and hummus. Other healthier and 
more affordable beans and legumes include kidney beans, 
lentil beans, pinto beans, lima beans, green peas and 
black beans. It is healthy to vary your protein-rich choices, 
incorporating a range of nuts, beans and legumes into your 
diet, instead of always eating the same one or two types.  

Fruits and Vegetables
All fruits and vegetables are vegan. Fruits and vegetables 
are most affordable when they are in season and locally 
grown, since less preserving and transporting is necessary 
to bring them from the farm to your table. Therefore, try to 
buy fruits and vegetables from local growers and only buy 
what is growing in the current season. However, there is 
an alternative way to eat fruits and vegetables affordably 
that also allows you to enjoy foods that are out of season 
or grown far away. Before you go grocery shopping, check 
out the store’s weekly circular to see which fruits and 
vegetables are on sale that week and design your weekly 
meal plan around those items. According to a 2011 Nutrition 
Today report, the most affordable fresh vegetables and 
fruits usually are carrots, cabbage, potatoes and citrus 
fruits. Frozen fruits and vegetables can cost much less for 
the number of portions you can use and it is often possible 
to find great deals on frozen vegetables and fruits grown 
across the country or around the world. You also save 
more money when you buy frozen fruits and vegetables 
because you prevent the spoilage that can occur quickly 
with fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Grains
All grains are considered vegan, but sometimes 
healthfulness and affordability do not always go hand 
in hand when purchasing these items. Often, the least 
expensive grains are the most refined, such as in the form 
of flours, which are also less healthy. Whole grains, the 
healthiest form, can cost more than their refined equivalent. 
Therefore, to eat grains affordably and healthily, choose 
whole grain breads, pastas and cereals, which may contain 
a mixture of refined flour and whole grains. Additionally, 
consider cooking rice occasionally because it is one of the 
most affordable whole grain options. 

Dairy
Your recommended daily allowance of dairy cannot be 
fulfilled with vegan sources. However, you can recognize 
the nutrients that dairy provides and find other ways to 
ensure you consume those nutrients through healthy 
vegan foods each day. The nutritional components of dairy 
are protein and healthy fats, so be sure to compensate for 
a lack of dairy in your diet with additional portions from the 
protein and oils categories. Vegan milk alternatives, like 
soy milk, rice milk and almond milk, may provide some of 
these same nutrients, but are generally not affordable.
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Pricing Considerations
When you purchase foods from any category, consider certain grocery pricing distinctions so you can ensure you are getting 
the most affordable options possible. Listed on grocery price tags are typically two prices: Retail Price, which reflects the actual 
price paid for the item or product at the register, and Unit Price, which reflects the price per serving or weight. To accurately 
compare similar items by price, use the Unit Price as your point of comparison, making sure that the unit measurement, such 
as the serving size or unit weight, is the same. This way, you can account for differences in the size of two items to determine 
which one is actually cheaper per use. 
Affordable Vegetarian Foods

Vegetarian foods are all foods that do not contain meats or meat products. Unlike vegan foods, which are not sourced from 
animals, such as eggs, milk and honey, vegetarians simply do not eat actual animals. This means no beef, pork, poultry, 
mutton or fish, as well as no processed meat products like sausages, bacon and deli meats. For vegetarians, all other foods 
are acceptable to eat. Vegetarians who are on budgets must build healthy vegetarian diets from the most affordable of these 
options. A convenient template is provided through the United States Department of Agriculture’s MyPlate dietary system to 
easily describe what this diet may look like. The template outlines the necessary components for a nutritionally complete and 
balanced daily diet, including components of protein, dairy, fruits and vegetables, grains, healthy oils and fats. 

When devising a meal plan around a budget, try to choose items from each of the categories in this system as described 
below. No matter which category of food you are purchasing, one way to make your purchases more affordable is to choose 
generic or store brand items instead of brand name items, as long as you feel quality and taste are equal. 

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/budget
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Affordable Vegetarian Protein

For a healthy vegetarian diet, one of the most difficult nutrients to consume is protein. Meeting your daily protein needs 
through vegetarian sources requires greater portions of these alternative protein sources because the proportions of protein 
are greater in meats than in vegetarian protein substitutes. Additionally, many vegetarian protein options in the marketplace 
are expensive premade foods, like fake bacon and sausages, soy burgers, tempeh strips and seitan steaks. To consume your 
daily supply of protein from more affordable vegetarian sources, consider eating eggs. Additionally, as described in more 
detail in later sections, dairy, beans, nuts and legumes also contain large quantities of protein, in addition to other necessary 
daily nutrients. 
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Affordable Dairy
Since you do not eat meat as a vegetarian and there are 
limited vegetarian protein sources that provide the same 
quantity of protein per portion, you can consume more 
dairy to incorporate more protein into your vegetarian diet. 
However, be aware that once milk is processed into other 
foods, like cheeses, sour cream and ice cream, the cost 
rises. You can find relatively affordable common variety 
cheeses, like cheddar, swiss and mozzarella. Sprinkling 
parmesan cheese over pastas, sauces, salads and other 
dishes is another affordable way to incorporate more dairy 
and vegetarian protein into your diet. 

Affordable Fruits and Vegetables
All fruits and vegetables are vegetarian, so you have free 
reign to choose whichever ones you desire. However, 
when it comes to affordability, there are some fruits 
and vegetables that are more suitable than others. With 
fresh fruits and vegetables, you are best choosing items 
grown locally, or at least in the country, and, ideally, in 
season. In season fruits and vegetables cost less than 
those that must be stored and preserved to sell out of 
season. Similarly, transportation is expensive and the cost 
of transporting foods from a farm to the store shelves is 
carried down to the consumer through more expensive 
food prices. Therefore, the closer to your location that 
fresh fruits and vegetables are grown, the cheaper they 
can be sold. Additionally, every grocery store has weekly 
sales, and you can save considerable money on your food 
budget by purchasing the fruits and vegetables that are 
on sale that week. Generally, more affordable fresh fruits 
and vegetables include citrus fruits, cabbage, carrots and 
potatoes. Other ways to eat your daily supply of fruits and 
vegetables affordably is by purchasing them canned or 
frozen. The added benefit of canned and frozen fruits and 
vegetables is that they last longer and spoil far less easily 
or often. The total savings you achieve from buying frozen 
and canned fruits and vegetables can helpful. 

Affordable Grains
Grains can be tricky for a vegetarian to eat both affordably 
and healthily. Refined grains are the most affordable, but 
whole grains are the healthiest. Therefore, try to strike a 

balance between eating refined grains, such whole grain 
breads, cereals and pastas containing mostly flour, but 
also some whole grains, and eating the more affordable 
whole grains, such as rice. 

Affordable Healthy Oils and Fats
People who are not vegetarian get many of their needed 
daily healthy oils and fats from meat sources. Since you 
do not eat meat, you must discover alternative ways to 
ensure you get the same needed daily supply of healthy 
oils and fats from other vegetarian sources. Eating more 
nuts, beans and legumes is one way to do this. You can 
also buy monounsaturated cooking oils, like olive, coconut, 
sesame, corn, peanut or vegetable oil, and use these when 
you cook, or drizzle them over your salads.

How to Compare Food Affordability
When comparing similar food items to see which is most 
affordable, keep in mind that in addition to their respective 
retail prices, also listed on price tags are the unit prices. 
This unit price is the one that indicates how much the item 
costs per weight or serving. By using unit price instead of 
retail price to compare foods, you can see which ones give 
you the most quantity for the lowest costs.
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How to Save Money by 
Buying in Bulk

One way to save a considerable amount of money in your budget is to buy as many items as you can in bulk. A 2007 study 
found that product manufacturers and retailers are incentivized by consumers’ purchasing choices to utilize volume-based 
pricing, which makes bulk products less expensive per unit than their equivalents that are not sold in bulk. Buying in bulk 
reduces packaging costs, inventory and shelving costs and, in many cases, marketing costs, for food manufacturers. These 
savings are transferred to the you as a consumer with lower prices for the same amounts of product. Buying in bulk also cuts 
down on the number of trips you must make to the grocery store to restock your kitchen and pantry, saving you valuable time 
and gas money. Additionally, cooking in bulk and freezing or refrigerating unneeded portions for future use can also save you 
in time spent in the kitchen, translating to more free time. 

While bulk goods are increasingly found in health food stores, community food banks and neighborhood supermarkets, you 
can also find many common household items from food to housewares sold in bulk at discount warehouse stores, such as 
Sam’s Club, Costco and BJ’s Wholesale Club. However, if you are planning to pay for a membership at one of these clubs, 
make sure you shop there enough to make your cost savings surpass the annual membership fee for the respective club. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18770524
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Perishable Food Items
Meat can be one of the two biggest expenses in a food 
budget, so buying ground beef in bulk and dividing it into 
individual or family sized portions that you stick in the 
freezer can save you a considerable amount on your food 
budget. You can also save on poultry by buying whole 
birds rather than purchasing precut parts. Carve them up 
yourself into parts that you can freeze in portions and later, 
you can thaw these parts to use as needed. When you do 
buy particular parts or cuts of meat or poultry, buy them 
in large quantities and freeze them in individual or family 
sized portions and serving sizes, taking them out to thaw 
only as needed. 

Produce is also one of the largest expenses in a typical 
food budget. You can save money on fruits and vegetables 
by purchasing them in bulk. Not all fruits and vegetables 
are suitable for freezing raw, but you can always purchase 
these fruits and vegetables in bulk, cook the entire supply 
and then divide it into separate portions to freeze. To 
determine whether particular fruits and vegetables are 
suitable for freezing raw rather than cooking them first, 
consider their water content. Generally, the lower the 
water content, the more likely the item is to freeze well. 
If a fruit or vegetable contains a large portion of water, it 
should be cooked first before being frozen. Finally, if you 
do not want to freeze meats, fruits or vegetables, you can 
always prepare them in stews, salads, casseroles, soups 
and smoothies. This can grant them extended shelf lives, 
whether in the refrigerator, freezer or on the family dining 
table.

To find out how much savings certain bulk items can 
provide you, consider how much packaging waste and 
landfill waste is avoided when you buy these items in bulk. 
Coffee bought in bulk saves around 240 million pounds in 
foil packaging, while buying almonds in bulk saves around 
72 pounds of wasted packaging. Buying peanut butter 
in bulk saves around seven pounds per family of landfill 
waste annually, while buying oatmeal reduces about one 
fifth of overall packaging waste produced. 

A recommended guideline suggests that you buy 
approximately two weeks’ worth of perishable food items 
in bulk at a time. To reap the benefits of buying in bulk, you 
must stay cognizant of freshness in relation to how quickly 
you use an item. You may save money up front by buying 
foods at bulk discount warehouse stores, but if you cannot 
eat all of the food before it goes bad, you end up losing 
much of your savings and spending more in the long run 
by having to throw food out. 

Nonperishable Food Items
The largest category of foods that allow you to save 
considerable money by purchasing in bulk is nonperishable 
food items. Staple food items like pasta, flour, rice and 
sugar will not go bad if you store them properly in air and 
moisture tight containers, and you can pay a lot less for 
these items when you buy them in bulk. Additional food 
items that can save you money by buying in bulk include 
dried herbs and spices that you use to season your meals. 
Vitamins, while not necessarily food items, are consumable 
products that can be bought for much cheaper in larger 
bulk amounts. Nonperishable food and nonfood items 
can be purchased for and stored for longer periods with 
no concern about spoilage. However, make sure you buy 
an amount you will actually use up to its entirety at some 
point. 

Nonfood Items
It is not just food items that you can save money by 
buying in bulk. You can also save money per use by buying 
household paper products in bulk, like toilet paper, tissue, 
power towels and napkins. Household cleaning products 
are also sold in bulk for much less cost per use, including 
dishwashing and laundry detergents, bleach and glass 
and surface cleaners, as well as personal care and hygiene 
products, like liquid hand soap and shampoo. Many office 
supplies, like pens and paper, are also sold in bulk for 
inexpensive prices.
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How to Effectively 
Use Your Freezer

For new homeowners in Virginia, one of the most challenging aspects can be organizing their new homes. Some rooms are 
significantly easier to organize than others, with one of the trickier areas in the house being the kitchen. While there is typically 
a lot of storage space available in kitchens, finding the best way to utilize the space is sometimes difficult. Something that a 
lot of households struggle with, especially larger households, is how to effectively use their freezers.

At first, using a freezer may seem straightforward, but there are a lot of common mistakes that a household in Virginia can 
make regarding freezer usage. Sometimes, these mistakes just have to do with what kind of items that household attempts 
to store in its freezer and for how long, while other times it has to do with specific freezer settings. Fortunately, there are a lot 
of small, easy changes that households can make which will have huge impacts on how effectively they use their freezers.

https://www.foodsafety.gov/keep/charts/storagetimes.html
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Finding the Perfect Freezer 
Temperature
Modern day freezers offer more customizations than the 
majority of older models. Many freezers feature settings 
that allow for very precise temperatures. Some households 
are unsure what the best temperatures are for their 
freezers and they either make the mistake of setting the 
temperatures too high or too low. Setting the temperature 
can sometimes be tricky since certain models may require 
a bit of fine tuning compared to others. However, the best 
place to start with a freezer temperature is at zero degrees 
Fahrenheit. 

Some households may find this temperature is still not cold 
enough. Households in this situation should experiment 
with dropping the temperatures a couple more degrees 
until they find the ideal freezer temperatures. It is not 
recommended to significantly drop below zero degrees 
Fahrenheit to a much cooler temperature.

Picking How Many Items to Store
A common mistake that households make with their 
freezers is not storing enough items. Many households 
believe they are helping to reduce clutter by keeping their 
freezers empty. With normal containers, this may be the 
case, but full freezers retrain coolness much better than 
empty ones. However, it is important for households to 
not overload their freezers. Freezers with too any items 
in them do not circulate the cold air well, so it is possible 
that certain items in the freezers will run at warmer 
temperatures. 

For some households, it is simply not possible to keep their 
freezers full at all times. It may help for these households 
to change the temperatures on their freezers to account 
for the fact that the freezers will not be retaining cold 
temperatures as well. Households can also consider filling 
their freezers with a few smaller items to add to the volume. 
For example, households could add items like ice trays or 
ice packs, which are relatively inexpensive and may prove 
useful to certain household members.

Wrapping up Food
Ideally, households will have storage bins for items in their 
freezers, but there are alternatives. Many households use 
freezer bags, heavy duty plastic wrap or aluminum foil to 
wrap items in their freezers. These are perfectly viable 
alternatives, especially for smaller food items that would 
otherwise waste a lot of space in larger containers. When 
there are items remaining in boxes, it is actually better 
to wrap them up in new container packages than it is to 
return them to their original boxes. However, it is important 
to carefully wrap these items or they may be exposed to 
freezer burn. The most important part of wrapping food 
items is smoothing the wraps so there are no air pockets 
visible, otherwise the items are at risk for freezer burn.
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Leaving Food in the Freezer
Many households struggle with how long to keep items in their freezers. It is easy to forget about food being stored in the 
freezer, especially if it is pushed away towards the back. There are a few strategies that households can follow to ensure they 
are not leaving items inside their freezers for too long. One of the most commonly used tips is labeling items when they are 
initially placed into a freezer. All the household has to do is make sure the container has a date written on it that shows when 
it was first placed inside the freezers. 

Different food items have varied lengths that they can viably remain in a freezer. Most frozen products should have this date 
listed somewhere on the packaging. If not, households will need to look up the recommended time to keep foods stored. When 
making labels, some households also like to include the expiration dates, so they know whether or not to remove items from 
their freezers if the dates have passed.

Another common tip for storing food in freezers is to try and rotate the food, so the oldest items are always moved to the 
front. By doing this, households are more likely to remember these items exist and they will not be forgotten about in the back 
of their freezers. 

Freezing Food Does Not Restore Freshness
It is important for households to keep in mind that freezing foods will not preserve them. The food is preserved in whatever 
state it was left in, so freezing food that is already old will not restore freshness. If there is any doubt about whether or not 
something is fresh enough to freeze, it is better to be cautious and throw the item away to prevent a family member from 
getting sick at a later date. 
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8 Food Items You Should Never 
Put in the Refrigerator

Many households become perplexed when attempting to organize their kitchens efficiently. For many Virginia households, the 
kitchen is the hardest part of the home to organize because there are so many different items that need to be placed in the 
room. Households need to store different food items, ingredients, utensils and additional cooking supplies. Many households 
also find it difficult to keep their refrigerators organized. 

Keeping a refrigerator organized is so difficult because the appliance offers limited space. Larger households especially have 
difficult times because they must account for many extra people and their needs. Since refrigerator space is crucial for 
households, it is important to make sure that only the necessary items are being stored and that the correct storage guidelines 
are being followed. All food items have a recommended period in which they can safely be stored. The recommended storage 
period calculations are determined using the type food and the refrigerator temperature. Additionally, there are certain items 
that simply do not belong in the refrigerator at all. Read on to learn about eight items that should never be refrigerated.

https://www.foodsafety.gov/keep/charts/storagetimes.html
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Tomatoes
There are a few different reasons that tomatoes should 
not be stored in refrigerators. When tomatoes are stored 
in refrigerators, it can destroy the flavor, even if they are 
only left inside for a short period of time. The cold air can 
also prevent the tomatoes from ripening. Furthermore, the 
cold air in the refrigerator will also alter the general texture 
of the tomatoes by damaging their inner walls and giving 
them a foul taste. 

Potatoes
Potatoes are another type of food that responds poorly 
to the cold temperatures of refrigerators. The cool 
temperature causes the starch inside of potatoes to quickly 
turn into sugar. Being exposed to the cold temperatures 
of refrigerators completely changes the taste of potatoes, 
making them very sweet and gritty. Some of the confusion 
regarding potatoes comes from the recommendation of 
storing them in cool places. This term is vague and leads 
many consumers to instantly think refrigerators are safe 
for storage. However, the ideal temperature for storing 
potatoes is around 45 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Avocados
Avocados are one of the trickier types of food to store 
because there are only certain times when they can be 
safely stored in refrigerators. The cold refrigerator air 
makes it impossible for avocados to ripen. However, 
refrigerator storage does not cause any additional damage 
to avocados. Households that have ripened avocados 
they are not ready to use immediately can safely store 
the avocados inside their refrigerators to keep them in a 
ripened state. 

Bread
There are a few situations when bread can effectively 
be refrigerated without causing damage. However, 
refrigerators tend to dry bread out relatively quickly. The 
drying process usually takes a few days so it is okay to 
refrigerate sliced bread, as long as it will be used within a 
short timeframe, typically two to three days. 

One of the better ways to store bread for a long period of 
time is to use freezers instead of refrigerators. In these 
instances, the bread needs to be carefully wrapped. 

Otherwise, the freezing conditions can cause the bread to 
lose moisture and become stale. 

Coffee
Coffee is another food item that can be safely stored in 
freezers, but not in refrigerators. Households who intend 
to store coffee in their freezers should only do so with large 
quantities of coffee. Otherwise, the coffee will lose the 
majority of its flavor once it is brewed. Coffee that is placed 
in refrigerators not only loses some of its freshness, but 
also has a change in its flavor. The type of flavor change 
that takes place is based on what else is refrigerated near 
the coffee. 

Honey
Honey is one of the most resilient food products. If honey 
is tightly sealed in a container, it will remain fresh for years. 
If honey needs to be cooled down, it can be placed in a 
refrigerator for a short period of time. Honey that stays 
inside a refrigerator for a long period of time will still 
technically be usable, but parts of the honey will likely 
crystalize. 

Ketchup and Mustard
Many households debate whether or not they need to 
store ketchup and mustard in their refrigerators, or if it is 
safe to leave them at room temperature. Both ketchup and 
mustard contain special ingredients that prevent bacteria 
from growing for roughly one month. After this period, it 
is a good idea to store these items inside refrigerators. 
Households that are especially nervous can safely store 
them inside their refrigerators without any negative side 
effects, but it is not necessary during the first month of 
usage.

Berries
Many households struggle with whether or not berries 
should be stored in their refrigerators. Leaving berries out 
for too long can cause them to rot. However, if they are not 
properly secured in refrigerators, there is a good chance 
that the moisture from refrigerators will also cause them 
to rot. The length of time berries will last in refrigerators 
varies depending on the temperature and settings. In 
most situations, refrigeration is not recommended, but 
some households may not have any problems with berries 
rotting faster in their refrigerators.
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How to Start a 
Community Garden

In a community garden, members of the community all work together to plant, nurture and harvest produce that they can 
distribute and enjoy amongst themselves. Community gardens across the nation are providing neighborhoods with anchors 
for revitalization. A community garden provides an activity that neighbors of every age and background can enjoy together. 
Community gardens can increase community access to nutritious and all-natural foods. They can also provide green spaces 
in urban environments so young people have areas to play and work safely. 

If a community garden sounds appealing to you, you will be encouraged to hear that you can start this kind of project in 
your local community with relative ease. To start a community garden in your community, review the following steps, then 
complete each one thoroughly before moving on to the next one. When you have finished with all steps, you are ready to start 
growing and enjoying your newly established community garden. Remember, once your garden is underway, keep community 
members informed of the project’s progress and welcome them to visit and enjoy what you and your shared community have 
created together. 
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Get Others Involved
Perhaps the best and easiest way to ensure that your 
community garden efforts succeed is to enlist other 
people to participate in the project. The sooner you get 
others involved and the more community members you 
get involved, the quicker and deeper the seeds of this 
community garden idea can take root and start germinating. 
When many people share the same vision and goals with a 
common commitment to apply their efforts, what starts as 
an idea can flower into a prolific reality. Approach individual 
neighbors as well as community organizations. Learn 
about their needs and discuss how creating a community 
garden together might help serve those needs. As people 
start coming on board, set regular meetings so you can 
keep the momentum going, collaborate on a plan and 
organize participants for action. Identify the people willing 
to step up by pledging commitment or entering leadership 
roles for the project, and form a steering committee 
with these motivated participants so they can share the 
responsibility with you. 

Collect Resources
Volunteering local residents are your first useful resource 
in building a successful community garden, but there are 
other resources you will need as well. These resources 
include materials, seeds, seedlings, knowledge and 
education about how to grow various fruits, flowers and 
vegetables properly. Therefore, start scouring your area for 
local businesses who may be willing to donate materials 
or money toward the community garden in exchange for 
sponsorship in signage, advertising or press. Approach 
local government agencies to find out if your area offers 
any free or low-cost resources for people wanting to create 
community gardens. For example, there may be city grants 
for the type of project you want to create. The United States 
Department of Agriculture created a People’s Garden 
website that can help you to learn how to get started in 
creating your community garden. For further education, 
you can contact Virginia’s Extension Master Gardeners, the 
Master Gardener Specialist and the Consumer Horticulture 
program at the Department, both in Blacksburg, Virginia. 

Find the Location
To start your search for a location, walk through your 
community and see what is available. Examine what types 
of light different sites will receive throughout the day. 
Discover whether there are any obstructions or issues that 
could impede optimal flourishment of your community 
garden, such as excessive auto traffic, neighborhood policy 
restrictions, lack of access to clean, pure water or improper 
drainage. When you find a site that seems suitable, contact 
the land owner and attempt to make an agreement. You 
may need to review and sign a contract and obtain liability 
insurance. These requirements are normal and should be 
completed with the aid of professionals, such as lawyers 
or insurance agents, respectively. 

Test the Soil
For your community garden to be healthy and flourish, it 
needs sufficient sunlight, clean and pure water and plenty 
of adequately healthy soil. Determining the status and 
condition of a site’s soil is a matter of both researching 
how the land was utilized in the past and collecting a 
soil sample for testing by a laboratory. You can find out 
how to take a soil sample properly through the Virginia 
Environmental Protection Agency or Extension Master 
Gardeners. Once you know what type of soil your site 
provides, you can investigate what it is and is not good 
for, and what you may need to add to it to make it more 
suitable for the garden you have in mind. 

Design the Space
Now that you have completed all the preliminary gardening 
research, supply gathering and soil testing, you should 
work on what your community garden will look like. Take 
into account the mission, location and size of the garden 
when determining its design. Additionally, consider how 
and where you will set out planting beds and store supplies, 
where people will gather to rest, socialize and appreciate 
the space, where and what sort of walking paths to lay, 
how the garden will be accessed, how it will be protected 
from vandals or animals and what types of people the 
space will be designed to accommodate. Think about 
incorporating mulching, composting and native plants into 
your project and decide if it would be beneficial to collect 
rainwater in a barrel, create a wildlife habitat or integrate a 
pest management system.

https://peoplesgarden.usda.gov/
https://peoplesgarden.usda.gov/
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Best Seasons for Growing Your 
Own Produce

With over two million acres of harvested crop lands in the state of Virginia, growing your own produce can have many 
economic and healthy lifestyle benefits. The process gives you access to fresh fruits and vegetables, making it more likely 
that you and your family will eat healthy. A tip that is often shared about affordable healthy eating is to eat produce that is 
in season. This means that it is grown locally in the native environment and does not need to be imported because it raises 
retail cost. Growing your own produce makes you more aware of Virginia’s agricultural seasons and more appreciative of the 
affordability of locally grown greens. However, before you start planting, it is important to know which seeds you can plant, 
grow and harvest during which times of the year. The following guide reviews the best seasons for various fruit and vegetable 
crops that you can grow in your own garden. 
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Frost Factor
One of the most important factors to consider when planting your own produce are the dates of the last and first frosts of the 
season. Most plants cannot be planted until after the last frost of winter and must be harvested before the first frost of fall. In 
the western mountain regions of Virginia, the growing season tends to last from the middle of May to the middle of October. 
In the central Piedmont region, substantial growing occurs between the end of April and the end of October. The eastern 
tidewater region offers ground that is suitable for planting between the middle of April and the middle of November. 

Spring Harvest
The earliest plants can be seeded or transplanted up to two months before the last frost of winter. Across Virginia, this period 
of initial planting can range from the middle of February to the middle of March, depending on the region. Vegetables that can 
be planted during the first month include: asparagus, beets, cabbage, carrots, Swiss chard, collard greens, lettuce, mustard, 
onions, peas, potatoes, radishes, spinach and turnips. In the second month before the last frost, bush, pole and wax beans, 
broccoli, Brussels sprouts, Chinese cabbage, and cauliflower can be planted. Most of these will be ready for harvest within 
the first month after the last frost, and some crops have a short enough maturity period that they can be planted again for a 
second harvest before the first killing frost of fall. Mature apple trees in orchards produce fruit in the springtime. 

Summer Harvest
Within one month after the last frost, some planted vegetables mature fast enough for summer harvest. These include: 
cucumber, muskmelon, peppers, summer squash, sweet corn, tomatoes and watermelon. Strawberries, blackberries, 
blueberries and raspberries are also ready for picking during Virginia’s summer months, while peaches, nectarines and 
cantaloupe can be harvested by mid to late summer. 

https://pubs.ext.vt.edu/content/dam/pubs_ext_vt_edu/426/426-331/426-331_pdf.pdf


Virginia Department of Social Services Guide | 139

Fall Harvest
Ensuring plants for a fall harvest is important when 
attempting to maintain a supply of fresh fruits and 
vegetables year round. While jarring and canning can 
preserve spring and summer produce, late season 
planting and harvesting extends the opportunities for 
freshness. Some vegetables planted in the spring have 
longer maturity dates and will naturally be harvested in the 
fall. These include eggplants, leeks, pumpkins and winter 
squash. Lima beans can be planted in early summer for 
a fall harvest as well. Additionally, some of the spring 
harvest vegetables can be planted again to be grown in the 
fall, such as broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, Chinese 
cabbage, cauliflower, collard greens, lettuce, mustard and 
turnips. Fruits that can be grown for harvest in the fall 
include apples, Asian pears and grapes. 

When preparing for a fall harvest, there a few considerations 
to keep in mind. Be sure to replace the nutrients in the soil, 
which may have been diminished by spring and summer 
crops. Apply a thin layer of compost, manure or fertilizer 
to the seed bed. Additionally, plant the seeds after a rain 
or after watering the soil thoroughly. Consider creating 
small trenches to conserve moisture around the seeds. It 
is also important to shade fall harvest seeds from the heat 
of the late summer sun. Grow them inside until the sprouts 
reach the surface or cover the row with a board or with 
loose soil, such as straw or hay. While late season plants 
are often able to avoid the problems of insects, some crop 
specific pests still pose threats. Mitigate these potential 
nuisances by planting in rows where this type of plant was 
not previously planted earlier in the season. 

How to Grow Produce for Family 
Consumption
If you are a home gardener who grows produce for your 
family’s consumption, the thought of growing seasons 
may make you feel that you can only eat lettuce and 
onions in the spring, corn and tomatoes in the summer 
and squash and eggplant in the fall. To some extent this is 
true, but there are ways to make sure you are growing only 
what you need or what you are able to preserve and store. 
First, it is important to grow what you and your family like 

to eat. When you are browsing for seeds, do not simply 
pick up one of everything even if your family does not 
eat Brussels sprouts or broccoli. Additionally, when you 
are planning your gardening season, analyze how much 
produce you typically buy on a weekly or monthly basis. If 
your family goes through one half pound of tomatoes each 
week, you are averaging about 24 pounds per year. With 
this information, you can determine how many tomato 
plants you need to produce 24 pounds for your family. Use 
jarring and canning techniques to preserve what you will 
not eat all at once. Also, consider using greenhouses or 
row covers to extend the season of warm weather plants. 
Finally, keep good records in a gardening journal so that 
you can thoroughly plan for the next year. 
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