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On August 12, 2019, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) released the final rule on 
public charge. The final rule will significantly expand the government’s ability to deny 
immigrants legal status if they have accessed certain public benefits – namely Medicaid, SNAP, 
or housing assistance. With the final rule issued, the National WIC Association (NWA) 
recommends the following talking points: 
 

• WIC IS NOT  INCLUDED IN THE FINAL PUBLIC CHARGE RULE. 
 

• THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE WILL EXACERBATE A PUBLIC HEALTH CRISIS AS FAMILIES ARE FORCED TO 
CHOOSE BETWEEN FEEDING THEIR CHILDREN AND THE LONG-TERM SECURITY OF THEIR FAMILY. Over 
the past two years, many families chose to decline access to WIC and other services in 
order to preserve their legal status within the country. 

 
• THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE WILL SPECIFICALLY HARM CHILDREN, AS FAMILIES WILL LOSE ACCESS TO 

PROGRAMS THAT PUT FOOD ON THE TABLE, ENSURE HEALTHY PARENTS, AND PUT A ROOF OVER THE 
CHILD’S HEAD. Nearly 20 million children live in a family with an immigrant parent. SNAP, 
Medicaid, and housing assistance programs serve the holistic needs of the family, and 
the inability of the parent to access these benefits will have a marked impact on 
children. 

 
• THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE TARGETS IMMIGRANTS WHO ARE PLAYING BY THE RULES. Public charge 

determinations are part of the legal immigration process, and the new rule includes 
programs that immigrants are legally permitted to use. 

 
• THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE IS PART OF A LARGER EFFORT TO RESTRICT IMMIGRANT ACCESS TO 

BENEFITS. The State Department’s Foreign Affairs Manual (FAM) takes an even broader 
view of public charge, leading to record visa denials at certain consulates.  

 
• THE CHILLING EFFECT OF THE PAST FEW YEARS IS JUST A PRECURSOR TO WORSE HEALTH OUTCOMES. 

Some of the largest federal programs now carry significant immigration consequences. 
The distrust and uncertainty will carry over even to programs that are not included in 
public charge, like WIC. 
 

• THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE’S MEDICAID EXCEPTION FOR PREGNANT WOMEN IS INSUFFICIENT TO 
ENSURE ADEQUATE MATERNAL HEALTH. Access to prenatal care is vital, but healthy 
pregnancies depend on the mother’s routine access to healthcare. In the industrialized 
nation with the highest maternal mortality rate, we should be removing barriers to care. 

 
• THE PUBLIC CHARGE RULE FLAGRANTLY DEFIES CONGRESS BY DENYING IMMIGRANTS ACCESS TO 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND NUTRITION PROGRAMS THAT THEY ARE LEGALLY PERMITTED TO USE THROUGH 
THE REGULATORY PROCESS. In the 1990’s, Congress deliberately rejected this broad 
interpretation of public charge, resulting in a consensus that public charge should only 
be considered for income maintenance (TANF, SSI, etc.) or long-term care.  

https://www.politico.com/story/2019/08/12/trumop-immigration-public-benefits-1413690


 

 
• EARLY AND TARGETED NUTRITION INTERVENTION LEADS TO COST-SAVINGS IN THE FUTURE. WIC 

complements efforts by SNAP and Medicaid to ensure healthy pregnancies, positive 
birth outcomes, and early child development. As families lose access to these programs, 
children will lose access to preventative health measures that can mitigate significant 
health conditions or poor health indicators in later life. Our nation – and government – 
will see increased emergency room costs and healthcare expenditures in later years as 
a result of this policy. 
 

• CHARITABLE ORGANIZATIONS ARE UNPREPARED AND ILL EQUIPPED TO FILL THE GAP WHEN 
POPULATIONS ARE DENIED ACCESS TO FEDERAL PROGRAMS. Many charitable organizations, such 
as food banks and churches, are already operating at capacity. Despite their good 
intentions, these organizations also lack the expertise to provide other services. 

 
It is important to keep the following points in mind: 
 

• The final rule does not go into effect until mid-October 2019. 
 

• Certain classes of humanitarian immigrants – such as refugees, asylees, and VAWA 
self-petitioners – are protected by statute and therefore not subject to public charge 
determinations. These immigrants are expressly exempted from the proposed rule. 

 
• Public charge determinations do not take place during naturalization proceedings – the 

final step before an immigrant becomes a US citizen. However, changes to public charge 
will have a huge impact on the “pipeline” as immigrants move through the legal 
immigration process. 

 
Please contact Brian Dittmeier at bdittmeier@nwica.org with any questions or concerns and 
Natalie Mulloy at nmulloy@nwica.org with any press/media inquiries. 

mailto:bdittmeier@nwica.org
mailto:nmulloy@nwica.org

