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TRUMP'S PUBLIC CHARGE PROPOSAL IS  
HURTING IMMIGRANT FAMILIES NOW 
Even Though DHS's Proposed Regulation is Not Final  

 
The Trump Administration’s policies are harming immigrant families—with negative impacts on health, 
emotional well-being and economic stability. A Kaiser Family Foundation report showed that under this 
Administration1: 
 

• Immigrant families are experiencing sudden and severe financial hardship - struggling 
to pay bills like rent and childcare, as well as problems paying for food. 

• Children have increased mental health issues and behavior changes, more difficulty 
paying attention at school, and more problems sleeping. 

• Families have growing fears about participating in public programs. 
 
The proposed changes to public charge policy in the U.S. are not final, but they are already causing 
significant harm. Fear and confusion - known as the chilling effect - are causing people to disenroll from 
programs or forgo benefits to which they are eligible. The impact is far-reaching, given that one in four 
children in the U.S. has at least one foreign-born parent. A Manatt Health analysis estimates that as 
many as 26 million people and their families could be dissuaded from using public benefits under the 
proposed rule change.2  
 
 

Across the country, reports of the rising confusion and fear among immigrant clients 
and patients and their families are already surfacing: 
 
In a 2018 survey of health care providers in California, 
more than two-thirds (67 percent) noted an increase in 
parents’ concerns about enrolling their children in 
Medi-Cal (California’s Medicaid program), WIC, and 
CalFresh (California’s SNAP program); nearly half (42 
percent) reported an increase in skipped scheduled 
health care appointments.3  
 

                                                             
1 Artiga, S., & Lyons, B. (2018). Family Consequences of Detention/Deportation: Effects on Finances, Health, and Well-Being. KaiserFamily Foundation. 
Retrieved April 4, 2019, from https://www.kff.org/disparities-policy/issue-brief/family-consequences-of-detention-deportation-effects-on-finances-health-
and-well-being/.  
2 Manatt Health, 2012-2016 5 Year Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample (ACS/PUMS)Estimates, 20122016 5-Year American Community Survey 
(ACS) estimates accessed via American FactFinder; Missouri Census Data Center (MCDC) MABLE PUMA-County Crosswalk, 2018, 
https://www.manatt.com/Insights/Articles/2018/Public-Charge-Rule-Potentially-Chilled-Population.  
3 The Children’s Partnership. (2018). California Children in Immigrant Families: The Health Provider Perspective. Retrieved from: 
https://www.childrenspartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Provider-Survey-Inforgraphic-.pdf.   
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One Medicaid health plan in Texas found that leaked versions of the public charge proposal 
contributed to declining enrollment in its state - sharing that "it is thought that nearly 150,000 fewer 
individuals currently access Medicaid in Texas in part due to the leaked rule."4 Another Medicaid health 
plan in California - along with many of its contracted providers – has already received calls from Medicaid 
enrollees expressing their fear of being considered a public charge and requesting information on how 
to disenroll from the program.5 

 
According to a December 2018 nationwide survey, about one in 
seven adults in immigrant families reported a chilling effect 
where individuals did not participate in government program for 
fear of risking future green card status. This number was even 
higher—one in five—among adults in low-income immigrant 
families. Families with children were more likely to report chilling 
effects than adults without children in the household.6   
 

A recently published Kaiser Family Foundation/California Health Care Foundation survey reported that 
40 percent of the uninsured in California responded that they were” very worried” or “somewhat 
worried” that “if you sign up for health insurance you will draw attention to your or your family’s 
immigration status.”7 
 
WIC agencies in at least 18 states say they’ve seen drops of up to 20 percent in enrollment, and they 
attribute the change largely to fears about the public charge policy. WIC providers in Washington state, 
Kansas and New York state almost all said they have seen immigrant mothers and their children drop 
from WIC, citing public charge concerns. A WIC agency in Longview, Texas, reported it’s losing an 
estimated 75 to 90 participants per month to public charge fears. In Beacon, N.Y., an agency estimated 
it’s lost 20 percent of its caseload. In St. Louis, Missouri, a provider said it’s seen a few dozen drop in the 
last year.8 
 
Covered California’s 2019 Open Enrollment Early Observations and Analysis report noted that greater 
decreases in new plan elections among Korean-, Spanish- and Mandarin-speaking individuals may have 
been in part due to the fears about the proposed public charge regulations.9  
                                                             
4 Comments submitted by Association of Community Affiliated Plans (ACAP). (Posted: February 5, 2019). Retrieved April 9, 2019, from 
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=USCIS-2010-0012-48337.  
5 Comments submitted by Association of Community Affiliated Plans (ACAP). (Posted: February 5, 2019). Retrieved April 9, 2019, from 
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=USCIS-2010-0012-48337.  
6 Bernstein, H., Gonzalez, D., Karpman, M., & Zukerman, S. (May 2019). One in Seven Adults in Immigrant Families Reported Avoiding Public Benefit 
Programs in 2018. Urban Institute. Retrieved June 19, 2019 from: 
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/100270/one_in_seven_adults_in_immigrant_families_reported_avoiding_publi_6.pdf  
7 Hamel, L., Wu, B., Brodie, M., Aliferis, L., Stremikis, K., & Antebi, E. (2019). The Health Care Priorities and Experiences of California Residents Findings 
from the Kaiser Family Foundation/California Health Care Foundation California Health Policy Survey. KFF. California Health Care Foundation. Retrieved 
April 9, 2019, from https://www.chcf.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/HealthCarePrioritiesExperiencesCaliforniaResidents.pdf.  
8 Bottemiller Evich, H. (2018, September 3). Immigrants, fearing Trump crackdown, drop out of nutrition programs. Politico. Retrieved April 9, 2019, from 
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/09/03/immigrants-nutrition-food-trump-crackdown-806292  
9 Covered California 2019 Open Enrollment Early Observations and Analysis. (2019). Covered California. Retrieved April 9, 2019, from 
https://hbex.coveredca.com/data-research/library/CoveredCA_2019_Open_Enrollment_Early_Analysis.pdf.  
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After a decade of steady increases in SNAP participation,  participation among children with immigrant 
mothers fell by nearly ten percentage points from 2017 to the first half of 2018, while employment rates 
for this group were unchanged. The drop in participation may be related to more nuanced changes in 
national immigration rhetoric and increased federal action to deport and detain immigrants. These 
findings demonstrate that rhetoric and the threat of policy changes, even before changes are enacted, 
may be causing families to forego nutrition assistance.10 

 
Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles attorneys have received phone 
calls from clients who are survivors of domestic violence and sexual 
assault, and who currently receive some form of public benefits as 
they rebuild their lives. They want to know if they should immediately 
dis-enroll from these programs. Even after being explained that their 
form of immigration status is exempt from the public charge test, 
clients remain fearful that their receipt of public benefits will bar them 
from stabilizing their immigration status.11 

 

STORIES FROM PROVIDERS 
 

Across the country, social services providers have provided first-hand accounts of people 
in immigrant families who are already afraid to participate or allow their children to 
participate in health care and nutrition programs. 
 

• A North Carolina pediatrician treated a 9-year-old Latina girl who was so terrified her parents would 
be deported while she was at school that she was experiencing recurring headaches, stomach pain, 
and anxiety. She was missing school due to her fear and these resulting health issues. Her parents are 
aware that she needs medical care but are scared to seek treatment because of the public charge 
issue.12 
 

• After hearing about public charge, a mom in North Carolina with legal permanent resident status 
(“green card holder”) decided to terminate (health insurance) Marketplace coverage for herself and 
Medicaid coverage for her U.S. citizen children, despite the advice of a health care enrollment 
navigator. No one in her family would be directly harmed by the current or proposed public charge 
rule. As an LPR, she is not subject to public charge and coverage under the ACA is not subject to public 
charge under the proposed rule. But even when these facts were explained, the mom terminated her 
coverage.13 

                                                             
10 Bovell-Ammon, A., Ettinger de Cuba, S., Coleman, S., Ahmad, N., Black, M. M., Frank, D. A. Cutts, D. (2019). Trends in Food Insecurity and SNAP 
Participation among Immigrant Families with U.S.-Born Young Children. Children's Health Watch. Retrieved April 9, 2019, from 
http://childrenshealthwatch.org/trends-in-food-insecurity-and-snap-participation-among-immigrant-families-u-s-born-young-children/.  
11 Comments submitted by Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles. (Posted February 13, 2019). Retrieved April 9, 2019, from 
https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=USCIS-2010-0012-62276.  
12 Clarke-Pearson, K., & Pereda, L. (July 9, 2018). Another blow to immigrants and their families. Herald Sun. Retrieved April 14, 2019, from 
https://www.heraldsun.com/opinion/article214593040.html.  
13 Interview with Holly Straut-Eppsteiner (2019) The National Immigrant Law Center's Document Harm Project. Unpublished 
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• When she heard about the proposed rule, a mother in Houston disenrolled her kids from SNAP, 
which had provided the family with $340 in food assistance each month. She also disenrolled her 13-
year-old daughter from Medicaid out of fear and confusion about how the daughter’s use of Medicaid 
would impact her own green card. Now her daughter has cavities that need filling. and vision that 
keeps getting worse every year. Yet she's afraid to use Medicaid to pay for glasses or a trip to the 
dentist.14  
 

• In Florida, an outreach worker discussed a child’s options for coverage, including Medicaid and 
Emergency Medicaid, with [the child’s] mother, a green card holder. However, the child’s mother “just 
was not remotely interested in trying” to enroll in the programs available to her because “she was 
applying for citizenship and she was afraid that it would negatively impact her citizenship.” The woman 
specifically mentioned public charge when she turned down the services.15  
 

• A hotel housekeeper with a working adult son received food stamps that weren’t worth a lot — about 
$50 a month. Although she was entitled to food stamps as a  green card holder from Mexico, she 
heard from a friend that getting the benefit could be counted against her if she applied for 
citizenship, which she was planning to do. So she disenrolled.16 
 

• A service provider in California said, “It’s also because of the news they hear. One family disclosed that 
they didn’t apply for WIC because they heard that immigration would come to their door.”17 And a 
home visitor in NC reported a “major reluctance to enroll or re-enroll in public benefits. Moms are 
afraid to sign back up for Medicaid, food stamps, and other services.”18 
 

• A mother in Florida said: “People have told me that I cannot apply for food stamps nor Medicaid for 
[my daughters] if I am doing my residency. I don’t know if it’s true or not… I’ve decided not to renew 
because I am afraid, because I don’t want them to deny me my migration status … [I’ve heard] that I 
cannot apply for my children because, although they are American citizens, because I am a public 
charge.” “A mí me han dicho que yo no puedo aplicar para los, los food stamps, ni siquiera el Medicaid 
para las niñas, si yo estoy haciendo mi residencia, sí, so… No sé esto qué tan cierto sea o no he decidido 
no renovar porque tengo miedo a que mi, mi residencia basado en Medicaid de los niños, porque en 
realidad yo aplico no para mí, es para los niños. Y no quiero renovarlo por eso, porque tengo miedo, 
porque no quiero que me nieguen mi, mi beneficio migratorio…  Que yo no puedo aplicar para los 
niños porque, aunque sean ciudadanos americanos porque ya soy carga pública.”19  
 

                                                             
14 Armus, T. (September 28, 2018). A proposed federal policy won’t target immigrants for using welfare. In Texas, they might drop out anyway. The Texas 
Tribune. Retrieved April 14, 2019, from https://www.texastribune.org/2018/09/28/public-charge-immigration-chilling-effects-texas/.  
15 Interview with Holly S, 2018traut-Eppsteiner (2019) The National Immigrant Law Center's Document Harm Project. Unpublished. 
16 Shapiro, N. (August 13). As Trump considers penalties, Seattle-area immigrants turn down public benefits they’re entitled to claim. The Seattle Times. 
Retrieved April 14, 2019, from https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/legal-immigrants-in-seattle-area-alarmed-over-possible-penalties-for-using-
benefits/.  
17 Cervantes, W., Ullrich, R., & Matthews, H. (March 2018). Our Children’s Fear Immigration Policy’s Effects on Young Children. Center on Law and Social 
Policy. Retrieved from https://www.clasp.org/sites/default/files/publications/2018/03/2018_ourchildrensfears.pdf.  
18 ibid 
19 Interview with Holly Straut-Eppsteiner (2019) The National Immigrant Law Center's Document Harm Project. Unpublished. 
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• A woman in California who is eligible for SNAP but has not applied due to fear said “because of the 
experiences that people have had, realizing when they go to arrange their documents, they ask them 
‘Have you been a burden for the country? In which way? Have you applied for food stamps? Have you 
been in the free lunch program? Have you filed your taxes?’ So all those questions, when you go to 
arrange your documents, makes people afraid, fearful, that they won’t be able to become residents. 
So many refrain from that.” [“Bueno por la experiencia que han tenido personas, que se han dado 
cuenta cuando van arreglar sus documentos, entonces le preguntan ‘Usted ha sido una carga para el 
país? En qué forma? Usted ha aplicado para estampillas de comida? Ha estado en el programa de 
lonche gratis? Usted ha hecho los impuestos?’ Entonces todas estas preguntas, cuándo van a arreglar 
sus documentos, les da miedo, temor…que no van a poder hacerse residentes. Entonces muchos se 
abstienen de eso.”]20 
 

• A woman in California reported her fear of applying for and using SNAP: “What did Trump say? That 
people requesting [food] stamps or CalFresh, they were going to investigate them and if they’re not 
eligible, or not long-term residents they were going to investigate them and take them away, deport 
them.” [“Qué dijo Trump? Que las personas que pidieran estampillas o eso de CalFresh las iban a 
investigar y si no eran elegibles o residentes de mucho tiempo los iban a investigar y sacarlos, 
deportarlos.”]21  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Written by Lena O’Rourke with the Protecting Immigrant Families Campaign, July 2019. 

                                                             
20 Strochlic, R., Katz, E., Sacks, T., & Echaveste, M. (2019). Mi Esposo No Quiere: Gender Dynamics and CalFresh Uptake Among Latinx Households in 
California. Unpublished manuscript. 
21 Strochlic, R., Katz, E., Sacks, T., & Echaveste, M. (2019). Mi Esposo No Quiere: Gender Dynamics and CalFresh Uptake Among Latinx Households in 
California. Unpublished manuscript. 
 


