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Why the Trump  
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food stamp enrollees to  
report out-of-state moves



REQUIRE FOOD STAMP ENROLLEES TO REPORT OUT-OF-STATE MOVES | SEPTEMBER 27, 2019 | TheFGA.org

B O T T O M  L I N E :
THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION CAN CRACK DOWN ON FOOD STAMP 

FRAUD BY REQUIRING INDIVIDUALS TO REPORT OUT-OF-STATE MOVES 
WITHIN TEN DAYS, PRESERVING RESOURCES FOR THE TRULY NEEDY.

AUDITS OF FOOD STAMP 
PROGRAMS HAVE DISCOVERED 

ENROLLEES USING BENEFITS  
FOR YEARS AFTER MOVING  

OUT OF STATE.

3

SOME RECIPIENTS  
HAVE RECEIVED FOOD STAMP 
BENEFITS IN MULTIPLE STATES  

AT THE SAME TIME.

4

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

FIVE MILLION AMERICANS  
MOVE FROM ONE STATE TO ANOTHER 
EVERY YEAR. THE UNEMPLOYED AND 

THOSE IN POVERTY ARE AMONG  
THE MOST LIKELY TO MOVE.

1

FOOD STAMP ENROLLEES 
FREQUENTLY FAIL TO REPORT 

CHANGES—INCLUDING MOVING 
OUT OF STATE—THAT MAY AFFECT 

THEIR ELIGIBILITY.
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Americans—especially low-income individuals—move to 
other states for a variety of reasons, including to pursue 
opportunities. Many of these individuals are on welfare 
programs, like food stamps. Without robust reporting 
requirements, however, state agencies have been unable 
to keep up with the millions of food stamp recipients who 
change their residence, and state of residence, each year. 
Congress addressed this issue in law but left it up to the 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to define 
the precise method to close the loophole. USDA has yet to 
do so. USDA has an opportunity to stop widespread abuse 
and protect limited resources by quickly implementing a 
requirement that recipients must report moving out of state 
within 10 days. 

Americans are on the move 

Americans are very mobile, moving both in state and out 
of state with regularity. In any given year, more than one in 
10 Americans move.1 Nearly five million Americans move 
from one state to another every year.2 Individuals in poverty 
are among those most likely to move—those in poverty are 
nearly 50 percent more likely to move to a new state than 
those above the federal poverty line.3 

Many of these individuals move to find opportunity. Those 
unemployed and looking for work are nearly three times 
as likely to move to a new state.4 Individuals in poverty 
and the unemployed are also far more likely to move for 
the primary purpose of looking for work.5-7 This frequent 
migration, particularly among low-income households, 
can have huge impacts on program integrity within the 
welfare system. 

USDA HAS AN 
OPPORTUNITY 
TO IMPLEMENT 

A REQUIREMENT 
THAT FOOD STAMP 

RECIPIENTS  
REPORT MOVING 

OUT OF STATE  
WITHIN  

10 DAYS.
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Welfare agencies cannot keep up 
with the moves without reporting 
requirements 

Given the rapid pace at which food stamp recipients move 
to new states, accurately and quickly adjusting the cases 
and benefits has been a challenge for state food stamp 
administrative agencies. 

When food stamp recipients move out of state, their change 
in circumstance is not always reported, or not reported in a 
timely manner, to the state agency. Unfortunately, failure to 
report changes in circumstances like residence, income, or 
household composition is a common occurrence in welfare 
programs. One report noted that 93 percent of eligibility 
errors were the result of enrollees failing to report information 
correctly or not reporting it at all.8 

In 2018, the food stamp program’s published error rate was 
6.8 percent, with several states reporting error rates well above 
10 percent.9 But even this error rate understates the problem, 
as a review by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
uncovered that nearly 40 percent of cases had payment 
errors.10 Worse yet, federal auditors uncovered multiple 
schemes where states were manipulating data and engaging 
in other tactics to artificially lower the official error rate.11 

Even if the published error rate were accurate, in a program 
that issues more than $60 billion in benefits annually, 
it amounts to well over $4 billion in improper payments,  
with errors in enrollee reporting a chief culprit.12 In 2016, for 
example, nearly three-quarters of all overpayment claims 
established were caused by recipient fraud or household 
errors, with the remaining one-quarter caused by agency 
errors.13 

This situation is made worse because most states operate 
“simplified reporting” systems, which reduces reporting 
requirements, allowing food stamp recipients to go 
months without reporting changes. This allows recipients 
to easily avoid reporting on changes, making it difficult—or 
impossible—for food stamp administering agencies to keep 
up. Although the default rule requires all changes to be 
reported by recipients within 10 days of occurring, few states 
use this process, leaving out-of-state reporting a major issue 
in most states.14 

ERRORS IN ENROLLEE 
REPORTING ARE  
A CHIEF CULPRIT  
OF AT LEAST $4 

BILLION IN IMPROPER 
PAYMENTS IN FOOD 
STAMP PROGRAMS 

EACH YEAR.
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Enrollees have used benefits for years 
after moving out of state 

A report released by the GAO outlined the scale of the 
challenge, finding that more than one in four food stamp 
recipients make purchases with their Electronic Benefit 
Transfer (EBT) cards across state lines.15 More than 10 percent 
of these out-of-state transactions are made in states that do 
not border the state which issued the EBT card.16 Many of 
these purchases may be legitimate transactions made by 
recipients who live along state borders, work across state 
lines, or while recipients travel. The numbers, however, are 
striking. In Ohio, over 900,000 out-of-state transactions were 
made in just the first half of 2015.17 

When states have conducted audits of their programs, the 
audits expose widespread misuse of food stamp resources. 
In Utah, for example, a state audit discovered hundreds of 
individuals who used their food stamp EBT cards for purchases 
exclusively made out of state for at least six months.18 

The audit found individuals using their Utah-issued EBT cards 
exclusively in Florida for 17 months, in Oklahoma for a year 
and a half, and in Missouri for three years.19 One individual 
used his EBT card in four different states—none of them 
Utah—for more than a year.20 Of these egregious abuses 
discovered in the audit, the agency had flagged fewer than 
two percent for investigation.21 

The results of an audit in Missouri mirrored those in Utah. 
Thousands of recipients were using their EBT cards for 
purchases made exclusively outside Missouri for at least 
three months, including some who did so for up to 729 
days, almost two years.22 These out-of-state recipients used 
their Missouri-issued EBT cards for purchases in every state 
in America.23 

IN OHIO,  
OVER 900,000 
OUT-OF-STATE 

TRANSACTIONS  
WERE MADE IN  
JUST THE FIRST  
HALF OF 2015.
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Some recipients have received food 
stamp benefits in multiple states 

Sometimes, these issues are unknown and unresolved for 
years at a time. One individual received benefits from both 
Utah and Nevada simultaneously for two years.24 Another 
individual received food stamps—as well as other benefits—
from New Mexico and Texas at the same time by using a 
relative’s address.25 Stopping enrollees from collecting 
food stamps in multiple states at the same time could save 
taxpayers up to $1 billion over the next decade.26 

State and federal audits confirm the problem: food stamp 
recipients are moving from one state to another without 
reporting that fact, and states have a difficult, or impossible, 
time keeping up with these moves because recipients are 
not required to report changes. 

Based on the state audits that have been done, thousands 
of individuals are potentially using food stamp benefits from 
one state long after they move to another state. In many 
cases, individuals may even be collecting benefits in two or 
more states. This costs taxpayers money and means there 
are fewer resources available for the truly needy. 

The Trump administration can crack 
down on this fraud and abuse with a 
simple change 

In 2017, Congress finally acted to address the loophole. 
Federal law now requires that individuals who receive 
food stamps and move out of state report their change in 
residence.27 However, the law gives USDA flexibility on how to 
design the policy to make sure that recipients would comply 
with the modest requirement. 

Unfortunately, USDA has yet to define the specifics in rule, 
which has held up the implementation of the reporting 
requirement across the states. USDA should implement this 
law quickly to make sure that out-of-state moves by food 
stamp recipients are reported to state food stamp agencies. 

Stopping 
enrollees from 

collecting 
food stamps in 
multiple states 

at the same 
time could 

save taxpayers 
up to $1 billion 

over the next 
decade.
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USDA should use a 10 day reporting 
requirement to crack down on abuse 
and protect welfare resources 

In implementing this new commonsense requirement, 
USDA should prioritize simplicity and speed. Requiring all 
recipients to report their out-of-state move within 10 days 
will give state agencies the tools they need to ensure that 
benefits are not moving with individuals and to prevent 
benefits being issued by multiple states. While most states 
operate simplified reporting in food stamps that undermines 
reporting requirements, 10-day reporting is still a staple 
of food stamp rules. Enacting such a requirement for 
those moving out of state echoes those original eligibility 
requirements already embedded in federal regulations 
and enforced by agency officials.28 

USDA should also encourage states to take additional 
actions to crack down on abuse by those moving out of 
state. Maine operated such an effort to find and disenroll 
food stamp recipients who had moved out of state by 
analyzing EBT transaction data and identifying those 
individuals who had used their EBT cards exclusively outside 
of Maine. Taking this effort nationwide builds on one-time 
audits conducted in various states to ensure a consistent 
policy across all enrollees. 

By implementing this rule, USDA will close a known loophole 
and help improve program integrity within the food stamp 
program. It will give states an additional tool to address 
abuse, allowing them to access real-time information 
instead of relying solely on reviewing data months or years 
later to find those food stamp recipients who have moved 
out of state. Most importantly, this rule will preserve food 
stamp resources for those who truly need them.

ENDING THIS  
KIND OF ABUSE 

PROTECTS PROGRAM 
INTEGRITY AND 

PRESERVES LIMITED 
WELFARE RESOURCES 
FOR THE TRULY NEEDY.
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