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Executive Summary 

 

 

 
  

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program Trafficking 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) trafficking occurs when SNAP benefits 

are exchanged for cash or non-eligible items. 

While this does not cost states or the federal 

government money, it does divert benefits 

from their intended use 

2008 Farm Bill & EBT Policy 

The 2008 Farm Bill prohibits state agencies 

from issuing paper food stamp coupons and 

mandates electronic benefit transfer (EBT) 

cards as the sole method of benefit delivery. 

The EBT system works similarly to a debit card, 

deducting the exact purchase amount from 

the recipient’s account. EBT cards’ 

resemblance to commercial debit cards also 

allows recipients more anonymity at the 

checkout counter. Since SNAP benefits are 

now electronically deposited into a 

household’s EBT account, identification is no 

longer needed to prove eligibility and pick up 

benefits. Instead, households are required to 

set up a Personal Identification Number (PIN) 

to access benefits and make purchases with 

SNAP dollars. 

Requirements for FDA Waiver 

States may apply for a waiver from the Food & 

Nutrition Service, as outlined in 7 CFR 2016(h), 

requesting that issued EBT cards contain a 

photograph of one or more household 

members. The state agency must ensure that 

all household members or any authorized 

representatives have access to SNAP benefits 

and that SNAP recipients are treated no 

differently than other customers. A number of 

states have proposed bills requiring the state 

agency responsible for SNAP to request a 

waiver. 

September 2013 

Recommendations 
 The extra expense of photo identification on 

EBT cards would reduce fraud in minute 

amounts and therefore, be a waste of state 

funds and taxpayer dollars.  

 Smart cards have several advantages over 

current EBT cards, including greater security, 

lower transaction costs, administering multiple 

programs on a single card, and the ability to 

store medical information. Therefore, one 

smart card could provide multiple program 

benefits (e.g. WIC, SNAP, TANF, and Medicaid).  

 In order to further decrease fraud in Rhode 

Island, we recommend the creation of a fraud 

prevention task force and consideration of 

using one smart card for all social welfare 

programs administered by the state. 

Previous Study Findings 

The Pennsylvania Legislative Budget & Finance 

Committee conducted a study exploring EBT 

cards with photo identification as well as 

implementing smart cards. The committee found 

that photo identification EBT cards would reduce 

fraud in meniscal amounts and cost $7.77 more 

per card. In addition, requiring EBT photo IDs has 

the potential to negatively affect seniors and 

persons with disabilities while not addressing 

SNAP fraud or trafficking. In addition, photo 

identification EBT cards would require grocers 

and store clerks to be the sole implementers of 

this new policy. 

Evidence from Other States 

New York is the only state to have photo 

identification on public assistance cards. 

However, this practice was discontinued as of 

April 8, 2013. Specifically, districts cannot 

mandate or require cardholders to have their 

picture taken. 
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Definition of Terms and Abbreviations 
 Adjourned Sine Die - To adjourn without appointing a day on which to appear or assemble again; without assigning a 

day for further meeting or hearing.  

 Automated Teller Machine (ATM) – a machine that enables clients to perform financial transactions without a bank 

teller, access bank accounts, and make cash withdraws.  

 Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) – a state governmental agency that administers vehicle registration and driver 

licensing. 

 Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) Card – card in which government benefits are provided through, specifically cash and 

food assistance. 

 Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) – a USDA agency responsible for administering domestic nutrition assistance 

programs, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 

 LINK card – Illinois electronic benefits card 

 Minnesota Family Investment Act (MFIP) - the state's welfare reform program for low-income families which includes 

both cash and food assistance. 

 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) – formerly known as the Food Stamp Program. 

 United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) – the federal department responsible for developing and executing 

policy on farming, agriculture, forestry, and food, including the Food and Nutrition Service. 
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Background 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) trafficking occurs when SNAP benefits are exchanged for 

cash or non-eligible items. While this does not cost states or the federal government money, it does divert 

benefits from their intended use. Trafficking typically occurs when a recipient sells his or her electronic benefit 

transfer (EBT) card for less than the available balance to individuals, retailers, or internet customers. Fraud also 

occurs when a cardholder and a vendor collude so that non-eligible items are purchased with SNAP benefits. 

In March 2011, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) issued a report, The Extent of Trafficking in 

the SNAP Program, which included data from 2006-2008. The data shows that the SNAP trafficking rate has 

declined over the past two decades largely due to EBT card implementation. Magnetic stripe EBT cards reduce 

trafficking by creating electronic transaction records and requiring a personal identification number (PIN) at the 

point-of-sale (POS) terminal.  

After conducting transaction surveillance and undercover investigations of 38,000 stores, the USDA found that 

trafficking diverted approximately $330 million in SNAP benefits annually. This trafficking occurred in 8.2 

percent of all stores monitored. Large stores accounted for 0.06 percent of the trafficking rate while small stores 

accounted for 7.7 percent. During the two-year study period, the amount of trafficking increased at 

approximately the same rate as overall SNAP growth.  

In Fiscal Year 2012, Rhode Island issued a total of $289,245,852 in SNAP benefits. If Rhode Island has a fraud rate 

equal to the national average, approximately $23.7 million dollars were diverted due to benefit trafficking in the 

past fiscal year. In the interest of reducing SNAP trafficking, Rhode Island legislators have proposed several bills 

mandating EBT cards to display the recipient’s photo identification. To date, no photo identification bill has been 

passed in Rhode Island. 

In order to evaluate possible trafficking reduction measures, we have explored federal SNAP policy, trafficking 

prevention studies (completed by other states), proposed SNAP regulations across the country, and past photo 

identification measures in New York State. 
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Federal Benefits Policy 

The United States Department of Agriculture used Food Stamp coupons for nearly 40 years, until the nationwide 

EBT system was implemented in 2004. As of June 18, 2009, the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 

(‘‘the 2008 Farm Bill’’)  prohibits state agencies from issuing paper food stamp coupons and mandates EBT cards 

as the sole method of benefit delivery. Therefore, paper coupons no longer have any value and cannot be 

redeemed. As a consequence, SNAP regulations were updated and reorganized to reflect the new benefit 

issuance process.  

The EBT system works similarly to a debit card, deducting the exact purchase amount from the recipient’s 

account. EBT cards’ resemble commercial debit cards, and thus, allow recipients more anonymity at the 

checkout counter. Since SNAP benefits are now electronically deposited into a household’s EBT account, 

identification is no longer needed to prove eligibility and pick up benefits. Instead, households are required to 

set up a Personal Identification Number (PIN) to access benefits and make SNAP purchases. 

United States Code, Title 7, Chapter 51- Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

U.S. Code §7.51.2016 outlines the requirements of EBT usage and specifies EBT cards’ attributes. 

7 USC § 2016 - Issuance and use of program benefits 
(a) In general  
Except as provided in subsection (i), EBT cards shall be issued only to households which have been duly certified as 
eligible to participate in the supplemental nutrition assistance program.  

(b) Use  
Benefits issued to eligible households shall be used by them only to purchase food in retail food stores which have 
been approved for participation in the supplemental nutrition assistance program at prices prevailing in such stores: 
Provided, That nothing in this chapter shall be construed as authorizing the Secretary to specify the prices at which 
food may be sold by wholesale food concerns or retail food stores.  

(f) Alternative benefit delivery  
(B) EBT cards: Effective beginning on the date that is 1 year after the date of enactment of the Food, 
Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008, only an EBT card issued under subsection (i) shall be eligible for 
exchange at any retail food store.  

 (h) Electronic benefit transfers  
(1) In general.—  

(A) Implementation. — Not later than October 1, 2002, each State agency shall implement an electronic 
benefit transfer system under which household benefits determined under section 2017 (a) or 2035 of this 
title are issued from and stored in a central databank, unless the Secretary provides a waiver for a State 
agency that faces unusual barriers to implementing an electronic benefit transfer system.  
(B) Timely implementation. — Each State agency is encouraged to implement an electronic benefit transfer 
system under subparagraph (A) as soon as practicable.  
(C) State flexibility. — Subject to paragraph (2), a State agency may procure and implement an electronic 
benefit transfer system under the terms, conditions, and design that the State agency considers appropriate.  

(3) In the case of a system described in paragraph (1) in which participation is not optional for households, the 
Secretary shall not approve such a system unless—  
 
(9) Optional photographic identification.—  

(A) In general. — A State agency may require that an electronic benefit card contain a photograph of 1 or 
more members of a household.  
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(B) Other authorized users. — If a State agency requires a photograph on an electronic benefit card under 
subparagraph (A), the State agency shall establish procedures to ensure that any other appropriate member of 
the household or any authorized representative of the household may utilize the card.  

 (5) Exemptions  
(B) Waiver:  At the request of a State agency, the Secretary may provide 1 waiver to temporarily exempt, for 
a period ending on or before the date specified under clause (iii), the State agency from complying with the 
requirements of paragraph (2), if the State agency—  

(i) establishes to the satisfaction of the Secretary that the State agency faces unusual technological 
barriers to achieving by October 1, 2002, the interoperability and portability required under paragraph (2);  
(ii) demonstrates that the best interest of the supplemental nutrition assistance program would be served 
by granting the waiver with respect to the electronic benefit transfer system used by the State agency to 
administer the supplemental nutrition assistance program; and  
(iii) specifies a date by which the State agency will achieve the interoperability and portability required 
under paragraph (2).  

(C) Smart card systems - The Secretary shall allow a State agency that is using smart cards for the delivery of 
supplemental nutrition assistance program benefits to comply with the requirements of paragraph (2) at such 
time after October 1, 2002, as the Secretary determines that a practicable technological method is available 
for interoperability with electronic benefit transfer cards.  

 

Waivers from the USDA 

SNAP regulations provide that waivers may be approved for a state under certain conditions (pursuant to 7 CFR 

274.10(b)), specifically when approval would result in a more effective and efficient program administration. At 

the request of a state agency, the Secretary of Agriculture may provide a waiver to temporarily exempt them 

from complying with a specific SNAP requirement. Within sixty days of receiving the request, the Secretary must 

provide one of the following responses: approval, denial and modification description, denial and basis for 

denial, or request for clarification. 

As outlined in 7 CFR 2016(h), a state agency may request that an EBT card contain a photograph of one or more 

household members. The state agency should also ensure that all household members or any authorized 

representatives have access to SNAP benefits. A number of states have proposed bills requiring the state agency 

responsible for SNAP to request a waiver. As of September 5, 2013, no waivers for photo identification on EBT cards 

have been approved. 
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Legislation Requiring Biometrics or Photo Identification  

Arizona              
Arizona refers to its Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) card as the QUEST card. The state administers nutrition 

and cash assistance benefits through the QUEST card, specifically SNAP and Temporary Assistance to Needy 

Families (TANF) funds. 

House Bill 2582 (2012) – Adjourned Sine Die 
Under this bill, the administration shall issue each eligible individual “an identification card that includes a 

current photograph of the member and the member’s plan identification number.” It also requires that the card 

be “safety orange” and include the phrase “government assistance card” in large black print. This card must be 

presented for the cardholder to receive nonemergency services. This bill also outlines the same requirements 

for SNAP cards, with the phrase “government food stamp card” replacing “government assistance card”.  

An eligible grocery retailer must require each person presenting with an EBT card to present identification 

demonstrating that the EBT card belongs to that person (acceptable forms of identification are described in 42 

code of Federal regulations section 435.407(a) or (e)). This bill was held by the Health and Human Services 

Committee.  

House Bill 2508 (2011) – Adjourned Sine Die 
This bill is word-for-word identical to the Arizona House Bill 2582 proposed the following year (above). This bill 

was referred to the Health and Human Service Committee, where it died. 

House Bill 2495 (2010) – Adjourned Sine Die 
Under this bill, the department must include the name of the recipient on each EBT card issued for SNAP 

benefits. In addition, every grocery retailer that accepts EBT cards must require a person presenting an EBT card 

to also present identification demonstrating that the card belongs to them (acceptable forms of identification 

are described in 42 code of Federal regulations section 435.407(a) or (e)). This bill was referred to the Rules 

Committee, where it died. 

House Bill 2769 (2010) – Adjourned Sine Die 
This proposed bill simple states, “The color of all electronic benefits transfer cards issued by the department 

shall be safety orange. The department shall include a photograph of the recipient on any electronic benefits 

transfer card that is issued by the department.” This bill was referred to the Health and Human Service 

Committee, where it died. 

Georgia              

Senate Bill 163 – Adjourned Sine Die 
This bill specifically applies to TANF cash assistance prohibiting EBT transactions at certain retail establishments 

or for certain purchases. It also mandates establishment of a toll-free number and website so that violations can 

be reported and monitored. Moreover, it prohibits EBT purchases and cash assistance at ATMs near restricted 

retail establishments. All stores that accept EBT for cash assistance must register with the department, provide 

all information the board deems necessary, retain receipts for 90 days, and post a department-provided sign in a 

prominent location.   
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The bill also outlines that cash assistance will only be provided through EBT cards and at the discretion of the 

board. All cards must “include a photograph on the card of the recipient to whom the card is issued” and require 

the recipient’s signature for use. The cards must also list prohibited products and services along with the toll-

free telephone number and website.  All EBT cards must have a mechanism to prevent ATM usage, prevent the 

purchase of prohibited products and services, and enable auditing of transactions. This bill was withdrawn by 

the House and recommitted in March 2013. 

Hawaii              
The Hawaii Electronic Benefit Transfer (HI/EBT) system processes the payments for public financial assistance 

and SNAP. The EBT system utilizes a debit card which allows the clients to access their cash and/or SNAP 

benefits at food retailers through their Point of Sale machines and ATMs. Recipients receiving cash assistance 

may also choose to have their cash benefits directly deposited into their personal bank accounts. Payments 

distributed through the EBT system are TANF;  Temporary Assistance for Other Needy Families; General 

Assistance, Aid to the Aged, Blind or Disabled; Repatriates; Childcare; Employment and Training; First-To-Work; 

and SNAP programs. 

House Bill 1113 (2013) – Adjourned Sine Die 
This bill establishes that EBT cards should include a cardholder photo on the card. It also requests that DHS seek 

a federal waiver from USDA in order to implement these procedures and estimate the cost of implementation. 

Specifically, DHS would be required to replace every still-valid EBT card with one displaying a cardholder’s photo, 

phase in the new photo ID cards, and implement the photo ID cards pursuant to the federal waiver. Upon 

receiving the waiver, the cost findings will be evaluated to determine if implementation is practical. In the 

absence of photo EBT cards, the cardholder must present a photo ID to cashiers, bank tellers, or authorized 

officials at point-of-sale when making a transaction with an EBT card. The committee recommended that the 

bill be deferred. 

House Bill 2775 (2012) – Adjourned Sine Die 
With the exception of the dates, this bill requires and establishes the same procedures as House Bill 1113. The 

committee recommended that the bill be deferred. 

Illinois              
Anyone approved to receive cash assistance – TANF, AABD, General Assistance, and Noncustodial Parent 

EarnFare – or SNAP benefits is issued an Illinois Link card.  

Senate Bill 1695 (2013) 
This act requires the Secretary of Human Services to seek a waiver from the USDA to allow the State to include 

on the face of every LINK card issued a cardholder’s photograph to access SNAP benefits or cash assistance. The 

Department of Human Services is also required to provide the Illinois General Assembly with various good faith 

cost estimates, including the cost of replacing every still-valid LINK card with a photo identification card and the 

cost of "phasing-in" new photo identification cards issued under the current LINK vendor contract. Furthermore, 

the bill provides that the Department shall suggest a process that allows the caregiver of a recipient to use the 

recipient's LINK card on their behalf. With the waiver and these estimates in hand, the Illinois General Assembly 

shall determine whether it wishes to implement the waiver based on projected cost estimates and other 

matters. The bill was re-referred to Senate Assignments Committee in April. 
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House Bill 161 (2011) – Session Sine Die 
Within 6 months after the effective date of this amendatory Act, the Secretary of Human Services shall seek a 

waiver from the USDA to allow the State to include on the face of every LINK issued to a recipient of SNAP 

benefits or cash assistance a photo of the cardholder. Within 6 months after the effective date, the Department 

shall provide the Illinois General Assembly with a good faith estimate of the cost, pursuant to a potential waiver 

of (1) replacing every still-valid LINK card with one that contains a photo of the cardholder; (2) “phasing-in” new 

photo identification cards issued under the current contract with the current LINK card vendor; and (3) 

implementing photo identification cards pursuant to federal waiver through new requests for proposals once 

the contract with the current LINK card vendor expires. The Department shall suggest a process to the Illinois 

General Assembly that allows the caregiver of a SNAP or cash assistance recipient to use the recipient’s LINK 

card on the recipient’s behalf.  

 

House Bill 1235 (2013)  

Every EBT card issued on or after the effective date of this amendatory Act must include on the card’s face a 

photograph of the cardholder. Within 6 months, the Department shall replace every still-valid card issued before 

that date with a card that includes a cardholder’s photograph. This bill also requires the Department to issue a 

caregiver identification card to the facility provider, guardian, or caregiver of a person entitled to benefits. Every 

caregiver identification card must include a current photo, the name of the person entitled to benefits, and a 

statement that clearly identifies the cardholder as having the legal capacity to use the named person’s LINK 

card. This bill was its re-referred to Rules Committee in March. Since that time, there has not been any 

legislative action regarding H1235. 

Indiana              

Senate Bill 530 (2013) 
Beginning January 1, 2014, the division shall implement a schedule for the distribution of benefits to an 

approximately evenly distributed number of SNAP recipients during the 5th – 23rd day of each month. The 

legislative council shall assign as an interim study committee topic during the 2013 legislative interim a study of 

the following concerning the SNAP program: 

       (1) Whether Indiana should require a photograph of a SNAP recipients on the recipient’s EBT card.  

       (2) Whether Indiana should require a SNAP recipient to show the recipient’s photo identification issued by a  

             federal, state, or local unit when the recipient uses the recipient’s EBT card. 

       (3) Whether Indiana should seek approval to allow the distribution of SNAP benefits to a recipient on a  

             bimonthly basis. 

This bill was passed and is now Indiana Public Law 260. 

Maine              

Legislative Bill 75 (2011)- Adjourned Sine Die 
This legislation proposes that “a person may not receive cash back in connection with a transaction made with 

an electronic benefits transfer card that is drawing on the person’s food supplement benefit account and to 

require that a photograph of the owner of an electronic benefits transfer card appear on the card.” This bill was 

pursuant to joint rule 310.3. 
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Massachusetts             
The Department of Transitional Assistance provides SNAP and cash benefits through EBT cards. Massachusetts 

cash assistance includes three programs: 1) Transitional Aid to Families with Dependent Children; 2) Emergency 

Aid to the Elderly, Disabled, and Children; and 3) Social Security Income. 

Senate Bill 61(2013) 
The department of transitional assistance shall require that any electronic benefit transfer card issued to an 

eligible recipient bear a recipient’s photograph; (b) require any retailer that accepts EBT cards to post the toll 

free fraud hotline number; (c) List on each application and renewal form items prohibited from purchase with 

EBT cards. A hearing was scheduled for June 14th. 

House Bill 90 (2013) 
Effective six months following the passage of this section, the department shall include on each newly issued 

and re-issued EBT card, a photograph of the cardholder. Effective 12 months following the passage of this 

section, the department shall replace all existing EBT cards with those containing a photograph of the 

cardholder. The Senate concurred on this bill. The House referred it to the Joint Committee on Children, 

Families, and Persons with Disabilities. 

Senate Bill 1806 (2013) 
The Department of Human Services is instructed to include a cardholder’s photograph on the front of any newly-

issued and reissued EBT cards, so long as the cardholder is 18 years of age or older. The department shall 

promulgate regulations to allow for vulnerable populations, such as the elderly, blind, disabled, and victims of 

domestic violence. The department is instructed to consult with business and vendor associations in developing 

regulations for authorized users. A store owner or employee shall check that the photograph matches the 

identity of the person making the purchase or follow the procedures for authenticating authorized users. A store 

owner will be fined for each instance an employee knowingly fails to check the photograph or permits an 

unauthorized individual to use the card.  

EBT cards shall include the cardholder’s photograph by August 1, 2014. The department of transitional 

assistance shall consider utilizing the photograph databases of the DMV and the Massachusetts Bay 

Transportation Authority as a cost-saving measure. The department shall work with DMV to access and cross-

share facial recognition data and resources in order to identify potential fraud by December 31, 2014.The 

department shall report any case of fraud to the bureau of special investigations, the district attorney, or an 

appropriate law enforcement entity for such action as they deem proper.  This bill was referred to the 

committee on House Ways and Means on June 25, 2013.  

House Bill 3522 (2013) 
This proposed bill amends Massachusetts Law to “require the use of photo identification on the front of each 

newly issued and reissued electronic benefit card for each cardholder who is over the age of 18 provided 

further, that the department shall promulgate regulations to ensure that all authorized users and members of 

the household are able to use an electronic benefit transfer card pursuant to 7 U.S.C.A. 2016(h)(9). It also inserts 

clauses relating to public assistance fraud and the penalties for committing public assistance fraud. This bill 

required a report to be written under House Bill 3539. 
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Minnesota              
Minnesota distributes both cash and food benefits through its electronic benefit card. The food portion – 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program – can only be used to purchase food or seeds to plant food. A 

number of programs administer cash assistance through the Minnesota EBT card. These programs include the 

Minnesota Family Investment Program (TANF), Minnesota Supplemental Aid (AABD), General Assistance (GA), 

and Refugee Cash Assistance. More information regarding the Minnesota EBT card can be found in the state’s 

brochure, Appendix C.  

Senate Bill 75 (2011) – Adjourned Sine Die 
This bill prohibits cash withdraws from ATMs and cash back from vendors using EBT cards to access MFIP 

monthly cash assistance payments. It also prohibits purchasing certain products or those outside Minnesota 

using MFIP monthly cash assistance. This bill requires that “cashiers at points-of-sale shall request photo 

identification when an MFIP electronic benefits card is presented.” This bill was referred to the Senate Health 

and Human Services committee where is subsequently died. 

Senate Bill 89 (2011) – Adjourned Sine Die 
Under this proposed bill, EBT cardholders are prohibited from using their EBT debit to withdraw cash from an 

ATM or from vendors. They are also prohibited from using the EBT debit card at non-Minnesota vendors, 

excluding SNAP benefits. In addition, “EBT debit cards issued after July 1, 2011, must include a photo of the 

cardholder on the EBT debit card. The commissioner shall implement a plan to convert all other active EBT debit 

cards to include a photo of the cardholder by July 1, 2012.” The bill goes on to detail disciplinary action and 

sanctions for misuse and fraud along with more stringent guidelines for receiving an EBT debit card. This bill was 

referred to the Senate Health and Human Services committee where is subsequently died. 

House Bill 171 (2011) – Adjourned Sine Die 
Cash benefits must be issued on separate EBT cards that display a head of household’s. The card must also state 

that “It is unlawful to use this card to purchase tobacco products or alcoholic beverages.” This card may be the 

same card on which food support is issued and does not need to meet the requirements of this section. EBT 

cardholders may opt to have up to $20 per month accessible via ATM or receive up cash back from a vendor. 

Retailers at a point of sale may request a photo identification card when an EBT card is presented for payment. 

It is unlawful for an EBT cardholder to allow another person to use the cardholder’s card. The Committee 

reported and passed as amended and re-refer the bill to the House Health and Human Services Finance 

Committee. 

House Bill 238 (2011) – Adjourned Sine Die 
Under this act, EBT cardholders who receive general assistance or supplemental aid are prohibited from 

withdrawing cash through ATMs or vendors using their EBT debit card. The EBT debit card may only be used as a 

debit card. Moreover, all cards issued after July 1, 2011, must include a cardholder’s photograph. The 

commissioner shall implement a plan to convert all other active EBT cards to include the cardholder’s 

photograph by July 1, 2012. The legislative session ended with the bill pending in the House Health and Human 

Services Reform Committee. 
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Missouri              

House Bill 455 & 297 (2013) – Adjourned Sine Die 
Under this legislation, a previous section (208.182, RSMo) is repealed and a new section is enacted in lieu of it. 

The new section states that “the department of social services shall seek a waiver from the federal government 

to mandate the use of photo identification for continued eligibility in the food stamp program administered in 

Missouri. Upon one year after approval by the federal government, the department shall issue a photo 

identification card to each eligible household member who is sixteen years of age or older. Upon request, a 

household member, or the household’s authorized representative, shall present the photo identification card at 

issuance points, retail food stores, or meal services when exchanging benefits for eligible food. The disclosure of 

any information provided to a financial institution, business, or vendor by the department pursuant to this 

section is prohibited. Such financial institution, business, or vendor may not use or sell such information and 

may not divulge the information without a court order. Violation of this subsection is a class A misdemeanor. 

The department shall promulgate rules and regulations necessary to implement the provisions of this section 

pursuant to section 660.017 and chapter 536. The rules shall ensure compliance with federal law, taking into 

account individuals and households with special needs as well as ensuring that all appropriate household 

members or authorized representatives are able to access benefits from the account as necessary. The delivery 

of electronic benefits and the electronic eligibility verification, including, but not limited to TANF, WIC, early 

periodic screening diagnosis and treatment, food stamps, supplemental security income, including Medicaid, 

child support, and other programs, shall reside in one card that may be enable by function from time to time in a 

convenient manner”. The HCS reported do pass; however, the session was adjourned without passing. 

New Hampshire             

House Bill 485 (2011) – Adjourned Sine Die 
This bill directs the Department of Health and Human Services to request approval from the USDA’s Food and 

Nutrition Services in order “to mandate the use of photo identification for continued eligibility in the food stamp 

program administered under RSA 161:2, XIII. Upon approval of the request by FNS, the department shall issue a 

photo identification card to each eligible household as proof of food stamp eligibility. Upon request, a household 

member, or the household’s authorized representative, shall present the photo identification card at issuance 

points, retail food stores, or meal services when exchanging benefits for eligible food. The department shall 

adopt rules under RSA 541-A relative to the use of photo identification cards required under this section.” Later 

in the bill, under methodology, it is noted that the department would need to issue separate photo ID cards to 

the head of household and other family members. This bill died on the table. 

Pennsylvania             

House Bill 487 (2013) 
This proposed legislation requires public assistance recipients to be “identified using available technological 

means that shall include placing a photograph upon each electronic benefits transfer card and any other benefit 

card and that may include, but are not limited to, two-digit finger imaging”. It also amends former chapters so 

that each county board determines eligibility for assistance. Upon acceptance of this bill, each county board 

would be required to photographical identify the individual before any assistance is provided. This bill was 

referred to the Human Services Committee in February. 
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Tennessee              

House Bill 456 & Senate Bill 948 (2013)  
This bill amends Tennessee Code Annotated to include that “the department of human services shall request 

that the United States department of health and human services (DHHS) mandate the use of photo identification 

for continued eligibility in the TANF program administered in Tennessee. Upon six months after approval of the 

request by FNS, the department shall issue a photo identification card to each eligible household as proof of 

TANF eligibility. The photo identification card shall have the picture of whoever is designated as the head of 

household. Upon request, the head of household, shall present the photo identification card at issuance points, 

retail stores, or services when exchanging benefits for eligible items”. In addition, “the department shall 

promulgate rules for the use of the photo identification cards required under this section, including, but not 

limited to, whether the department shall: issue separate photo identification cards to other eligible house hold 

members or the household’s authorized representative; or list such additional person on the photo 

identification card issued to the eligible household”. This act will take effect January 1, 2014, the public welfare 

requiring it. This bill was passed and is now Public Chapter 466. 

Texas              

Senate Bill 191- Adjourned Sine Die 
If a cardholder wishes to make a cash withdraw through a goods/service provider, they may only do so at the 

customer service department, rather than the point-of-sale terminal. In addition, the provider must first verify 

the cardholder’s identity through inspection of photo identification before administering their cash back. 

Furthermore, each electronic benefits transfer (EBT) card issued must display the name of the recipient and any 

other authorized person, if applicable. In order to implement this act, the bill requires that the state request and 

obtain a federal waiver before implementing the actions outlined in the bill. The legislative session ended 

without the act being placed on the intent calendar. 
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Studies of Biometric Benefit Card Implementation 

Pennsylvania Legislative Budget and Finance Committee 2012 Study 
This study, conducted by the Pennsylvania Legislative Budget and Finance Committee, was completed 

pursuant to Senate Resolution 2012-322 (Appendix B). The study investigated and evaluated “the advantages of 

biometric smart cards and photo identification cards over the current magnetic stripe access cards in preventing 

fraud and efficiently transferring payments.” Below is a summary of the study’s findings. 

 Magnetic stripe EBT cards already do much to prevent and detect certain types of fraud. Magnetic stripe 

cards store data through modifying magnetisms of iron particles present on the stripe. Magnetic stripe cards 

have significant advantages over paper-based systems as they create an electronic transaction record. This 

record greatly enhances the Department of Human Services’ (DHS) ability to detect and investigate fraud. 

According to the USDA, EBT card implementation decreased SNAP fraud trafficking from four cents per dollar 

in 1993 to one cent per dollar in 2006-2008. 

 Magnetic stripe EBT cards, smart cards, and photo IDs are limited in their ability to prevent some of the 

most common types of fraud. Often, SNAP fraud involves a retail store working in collusion with the benefit 

recipient. This fraud does not involve identity theft; therefore, photo identification on EBT cards would not be 

an effective solution. In comparison, smart cards possess an embedded integrated circuit that can provide 

identification, authentication, data storage, and application processing. Smart cards have the potential to 

prevent types of provider fraud that magnetic stripe cards cannot. For example, smart cards require a two-

way verification procedure between the provider and the beneficiary. 

 Magnetic stripe EBT cards are relatively easy to counterfeit, and such commercial cards will soon be 

replaced with microchip-embedded smart cards. Magnetic cards can easily be duplicated by criminals who 

decode the magnetic stripe’s information. Debit cards have an extra layer of protection (PIN) but are still 

vulnerable to fraud. All major debit and credit card issuers will be replacing magnetic stripe cards with smart 

cards, which are much more difficult to copy or counterfeit, by 2015. (The U.S. greatly lags behind Europe who 

has been using smart cards for several years.) Virtually all point-of-sale card reading devices now sold accept 

both magnetic stripe and smart cards. 

 Photo ID systems are costly to implement and would likely be legally challenged; smart card systems, 

though initially more costly than magnetic stripe cards, are more feasible and will soon be commonplace. 

Magnetic stripe EBT cards cost Pennsylvania’s Department of Public Welfare $0.23 per card, whereas 

implementing a photo ID program would cost approximately $8 per card. This additional cost would further 

increase as SNAP recipients often seek replacement EBT cards. Furthermore, photo ID cards would require 

recipients to travel to a photo center. In addition to cost, photo identification faces federal obstacles that 

require any SNAP household member be allowed to make purchases and that recipients are not treated 

differently than other customers. Moreover, SNAP recipients usually swipe their own card at check-out 

terminals since they function as debit cards. Hence, a store clerk will probably never see the recipient’s card. 

 Most states have eliminated fingerprinting as a fraud prevention measure due to cost concerns, the inability 

to determine effectiveness, inconvenience to recipients, and the stigma associated with fingerprinting.  

A decade ago, at least eight states used mandatory fingerprinting as a tool to prevent duplicate applications. 

Only Arizona has retained a fingerprint requirement. Texas used digital fingerprint traits as a biometric 

identifier on smart cards (on a voluntary basis) as part of a Medicaid pilot study. The program was 

subsequently abandoned because the extent to which fingerprint identity resulted in reduced fraud was 

abandoned. 
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Massachusetts Law Reform Institute 2012 Impact Study 
In May 2012, the Mass Law Reform Institute issued a study entitled “EBT Photo ID: The Impact of Massachusetts 

SNAP Recipients, Retailers, and the Fiscal Costs to the State.” In this publication, the Institute suggested that EBT 

photo ID would waste taxpayer dollars, hurt seniors and persons with disabilities, not address SNAP trafficking 

or fraud, and be unsupported by grocers and retailers (Appendix B). 

New York State EBT Photo Identification Cards 
USC Chapter 436 of Laws 1997 § 23-a. Notwithstanding any contrary provision thereof, section 266 of 

chapter  83 of the laws of 1995 shall apply to applicants for or recipients of  public assistance  and  care,  

including  medical  assistance; provided, however, that with respect to medical assistance, such section 

shall  apply only to persons who are subject to the photograph identification requirements established by 

the commissioner of  health  for  the medical assistance program. 

New York is the only state to have photo identification on public assistance cards. In the 1990s, New York State 

issued Medicaid cards with photo identification as required by State Law (SSL 131) and department regulations 

(18NYCRR 383.3). This practice continued when federal regulations required that all States eliminate paper-

based food stamp coupons in favor of EBT cards for SNAP benefit distribution. When New York State 

transitioned to electronic benefit transfer cards in 1998-1999, applicants were required to undergo finger-

imaging and photograph identification.  

These photographs were derived from the Automated Finger Imaging System workstation within each local 

Social Service District. A cardholder’s photograph was then placed on the Common Benefits Identification Card 

(CBIC) originally used for Medicaid but also adopted by TANF and SNAP. Still, NYS issued four types of CBIC or 

documents: a photo card, a non-photo card, a paper replacement CBIC, and a Temporary Medicaid 

Authorization (DSS-2831A). In order to provide access to MA benefits, non-photo CBICs were issued to all MA 

individuals who do not receive a photo card.  

Pursuant to the New York State Administrative Procedure Act (SAPA) § 207, the Office of Temporary and 

Disability Assistance (OTDA) must review regulations adopted on or after January 1, 1997 at five-year intervals 

to determine if they should be retained as written or modified. In 2013, OTDA therefore reviewed its Title 18 

NYCRR regulations adopted in 2008, 2003 and 1998. This review included sections pertaining to the 

Replacement of Identification Cards (TDA-02-98-00010) and Finger Imaging (TDA-02-98-00036). In 1998, OTDA 

amended Title 18 and added regulations to extend the scope of the automated finger imaging system. These 

amendments were developed to implement provisions of Chapter 436 of the Laws of 1997, which required 

social services districts to finger image applicants and recipients of safety net assistance, emergency safety net 

assistance, public institutional care adults, family assistance, food stamps, or food assistance benefits. Since CBIC 

photographing was attached to the Automated Finger Imaging System and its regulations, the repeal of this law 

also eliminated requirements for photo identification on EBT cards. 

Although documents specifically repealing the aforementioned regulations could not be found, an informational 

letter from the NY Deputy Commissioner for the Center for Employment and Economic Supports does instruct 

local district commissioners to discontinue finger imaging and photographic CBICs as of April 8, 2013. 

Specifically, districts cannot mandate or require cardholders to have their picture taken. Instead, this process 

should only be completed upon the cardholder’s request. New York State has discontinued its requirement that 

SNAP and Non-Temporary Assistance recipients be issued EBT cards that include photo identification. 
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Summary of Findings & Recommendations 

State Laws & Study Implications 
In 1997, new federal regulations (Chapter 436 of Laws 1997) mandated that all states implement EBT cards and 

eliminate food stamps in order to modernize the program and prevent fraud. Magnetic stripe EBT cards are 

effective in reducing fraud and theft since they require a PIN to access benefits and provide an electronic 

transaction record. By replacing food stamp coupons, EBT cards have eliminated coupon exchanges and selling 

as well as recipients receiving change from purchases less than one dollar. As law currently stands, anyone with 

an EBT card can access SNAP benefits regardless of the cardholder’s name. Since EBT cards function as debit 

cards, store clerks rarely see a client’s EBT card. Instead, a SNAP recipient swipes their card at POS terminals and 

enters a PIN number. No signature is required for EBT purchases. 

In order to further increase fraud protections, many state legislators have proposed bills requiring photo 

identification either with or on EBT cards. If a cardholder and a vendor conspire together, it is just as possible to 

commit fraud with a photo identification card as a non-photo ID card. In addition, the proposed laws rely on 

implementation solely by vendors and store clerks. Just as alcohol is sold to minors, EBT transactions will be 

permitted to individuals not matching the photo identification. Consequently, identification on EBT cards is not a 

practical solution to fraud.  

 Photo identification EBT cards would simply reduce fraud in meniscal amounts. A Pennsylvania study found 

that photo identification EBT cards cost $7.77 more than current non-ID EBT cards.  

 Requiring EBT photo IDs has the potential to negatively affect seniors and persons with disabilities while not 

addressing SNAP fraud or trafficking.  

 A photo identification program poses obstacles in implementation.  

 The state or DHS would have to find a solution to overcome legislative complications. Passing legislation 

requiring EBT photo IDs would require a USDA waiver and a potentially costly resolution to meet federal 

requirements.  

 The federal government requires that (1) any member of the household or authorized representative be 

allowed to make SNAP purchases; (2) SNAP recipients be treated no differently than other customers.  

Overall, the evidence outlined in this report demonstrates that the extra expense of photo identification on EBT 

cards would reduce fraud in minute amounts and therefore, be a waste of state funds and taxpayer dollars. 

Recommendations for Rhode Island 

Smart Cards 

Smart cards are a viable alternative to current EBT cards. These cards are more technically advanced and secure 

than magnetic stripe cards. Smart cards are much more challenging to copy or counterfeit in comparison to 

magnetic stripe cards. Most transaction terminals in the United States are already equipped to accept smart 

cards. Though initially more expensive than a magnetic stripe card, some of these costs can be offset by lower 

transaction costs of smart cards, which do not have to access a central server for every transaction. Moreover, 

smart cards can hold larger amounts of information and can electronically manage more types of transactions 

than a magnetic stripe card. While smart cards offer additional fraud prevention measures, they could also act 

as an “all-in-one” public assistance card. That is, the card could be used for programs other than SNAP, including 

to General Public Assistance, TANF, and WIC.  
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 Patient healthcare information and prescriptions can be stored on the card and updated, providing 

current information when a patient is receiving medical care from multiple providers or in an emergency. 

 Multiple patient identification or patient record identification numbers can be written to the smart card, 

facilitating record exchange and assisting with coordination of numerous programs or multiple healthcare 

providers. 

 Patient information can be accessed at any points of service, reducing routine paperwork, and 

eliminating errors. 

 In Pennsylvania’s WIC program, smart cards can be programmed to pay for only allowable food items and 

within certain price ranges. 

Smart cards have clear advantages over magnetic stripe EBT cards despite a higher initial cost ($1.50 vs. $0.23). 

These advantages include greater security, lower transaction costs, administering multiple programs on a single 

card, and the ability to store medical information. Therefore, one smart card could provide multiple program 

benefits (e.g. WIC, SNAP, TANF, and Medicaid).  

Fraud Prevention Task Force 

Measures outside of photo identification cards may reduce fraud to a greater extent. Technology only allows 

monitoring for certain types of fraud. When public assistance fraud occurs on an interpersonal level, no amount 

of technology will prevent it. In order to further decrease fraud in Rhode Island, we recommend the creation of 

a fraud prevention task force. This unit would monitor EBT card transactions for instances of misuse and 

suspicious activity. All suspicious activity could then be investigated. For instance, if a cardholder frequents a 

certain establishment on the 19th of each month and purchases approximately the same amount monthly, the 

task force could send agents to the retail establishment to ensure that food is purchased with these benefits. 

  



i 
 

Appendix A: Pennsylvania Legislative Budget and Finance Committee 
2012 Study  
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Appendix D: Bills Relating to Photo Identification EBT Cards (2013-14) 
Bills are sorted by last action as of March 1, 2014. 

State Bill Title & Description Introduced Last Action 
NH H 1299 Establishing a committee to study the cost and 

feasibility of requiring photo identification on 
electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards 

Dec 16, 2013 Feb 25, 2014: Committee 
Report - Inexpedient to 
Legislate for TBD 

RI S 2382 An Act Relating to Human Services – Public 
Assistance Act: would require retailers to 
examine photo identification to verify that a 
buy presenting an EBT card is in fact the person 
entitled to use the card. 

Feb 12, 2014 Feb 25, 2014: Committee 
recommended measure 
be held for further study 

MA H 3556 To study the prevention of fraud in the EBT 
program 

Jul 11, 2013 Aug 7, 2013: Signed by 
the Governor, Chapter 65  

MA H 92 To modernize the payment of EBT benefits Jan 22, 2013 Oct 15, 2013: Hearing 
scheduled for 10/22  

MA H 90 To place photo identification on EBT cards Jan 22, 2013 Oct 15, 2013: Hearing 
scheduled for 10/22  

IN H 1105 Welfare Benefits: would require state to apply 
for a waiver to require certain public assistance 
recipients to show photo identification when 
using the recipient’s EBT card, except for those 
who are disabled or at least 65 years of age. 

Jan 9, 2014 Jan 9, 2014: Referred to 
Family, Children, & 
Human Affairs 

NH S 203 Relative to permissible uses of EBT cards Dec 11, 2013 Jan 29, 2014: Hearing 
scheduled for 2/4/14 

RI H 7314 An act relating to Human Services – Public 
Assistance Act: would require retailers to 
examine photo identification to verify that a 
buyer presenting an EBT card is in fact the 
person entitled to use the card. 

Jan 30, 2014 Jan 30, 2014: Referred to 
Health, Education, & 
Welfare 

IL H 4453 DHS-LINK-Cash Assistance Fraud: Provides that 
any person who possesses for an unlawful 
purpose another person's EBT or LINK card in 
order to use or transfer in any manner not 
authorized by law or the regulations of the 
Department of Human Services the cash 
assistance benefits held on that EBT or LINK 
card is guilty of a violation & shall be subject to 
certain penalties established under the Code. 

Jan 29, 2014 Feb 3, 2014: Referred to 
Rules Committee 

MS S 2548 Food stamp EBT card; require recipients to 
display proper identification to use EBT card. 

Jan 20, 2014 Feb 4, 2014: Died in 
committee 

CA A 2354 Electronic benefits transfer cards: photo 
identification: would require, to the extent 
permitted by federal law, that an initial or 
replacement EBT card issued on or after 
January 1, 2015, include a photograph of the 
person to whom the card is issued. 

Feb 21, 2014 Feb 24, 2014: Read 
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MA H 109 Relative to preventing fraud in the 
Massachusetts EBT cash assistance program 

Jan 22, 2103 May 29, 2013: Hearing 
scheduled for 6/4/2013 

RI H 5029 An act relating to Human Services – Public 
Assistance: would require picture identification 
on all EBT cards issued to administer this 
program 

Jan 09, 2013 May 14, 2013: 
Committee 
recommended measure 
be held for further study 

IN S 530 Schedule for electronic benefit transfers: 
Requires the Div. of family resources to apply 
for a federal waiver to require a SNAP recipient 
to show the recipient's government issued 
photo identification when using an electronic 
benefits transfer (EBT) card for purchases. 

Jan 14, 2013 May 13, 2013: Public Law 
260 

RI H 5646 An act relating to Human Services – Public 
Assistance: would require retailers to examine 
photo identification to verify that a buyer 
presenting an EBT card is in fact the person 
entitled to use the card. 

Feb 27, 2013 Apr 10, 2013: Committee 
recommended measure 
be held for further study 

 

 


