
PUBLIC CHARGE: A THREAT TO CHILDREN'S
HEALTH AND WELLBEING

THE HEALTH AND WELLBEING OF CHILDREN OF IMMIGRANTS IS
VITAL TO OUR COUNTRY’S FUTURE

Children with immigrant parents are a large, growing segment of the U.S. child population.
One in four U.S. children has at least one parent born outside the United States. The vast majority (88 percent) of these
children are U.S.-born citizens.1 A smaller share are immigrants themselves.2 

 

Children bene�t when they—and their family members—can access programs and services
that meet basic needs and promote healthy development. 
Children need healthy foods; safe, stable housing; and adequate health care throughout childhood to grow up healthy
and succeed as adults. The wellbeing of children now is essential to their own development and our country’s future
success. 

Experiencing stress and instability—such as economic insecurity and not having enough
to eat—harms children’s development.
Substantial, persistent adversity—sometimes called toxic stress—in early childhood can interfere with brain
development. That a�ects how children learn and manage their emotions.  It can also lead to physical and mental
health problems that last into adulthood.  Insu�cient food, inadequate or unstable housing, and economic insecurity
are all examples of adverse experiences that can lead to toxic stress.

“Moms are afraid to sign back up for Medicaid, food 
stamps, and other services.”

 Quote by a North Carolina home visitor from CLASP’s report 
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Policy solutions that work for low-income people

The Trump Administration is proposing a rule that would hurt millions of children. The “public charge” rule makes it
harder for lawfully present immigrants to obtain long-term status if they use critical programs that support health,
nutrition, and economic stability. Various leaked drafts of the public charge rule have been circulating since early 2017.
Immigrant families are already afraid to seek such programs as a result, putting the health and wellbeing of millions of
children at risk. The �nal rule, which is scheduled to go into e�ect on October 15, 2019 unless it is held up by litigation,
will only further frighten families.

The “public charge” test has been part of federal immigration law for over a hundred years. It is designed to identify 
people who may depend on the government as their main source of support. If the government believes someone is 
likely to become a “public charge,” it can deny them admission to the United States or lawful permanent residency (a 
“green card”). Historically, the federal government has considered a very short list of benefits when determining who 
is likely to become a “public charge.” The final rule expands this list, adding non-emergency Medicaid (with 
exceptions for children under 21 and pregnant women), the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and 
housing assistance. It also penalizes immigrants for having low incomes, being too old or too young, having health 
conditions, or not speaking English well.

.

https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/our-childrens-fear-immigration-policys-effects-young-children


Children thrive when  PARENTS THRIVE

  

Children thrive when they have HEALTH CARE

Children in immigrant families who participate in

and prescription medications.9
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that help meet their basic needs and promote their development.
Children are inherently dependent upon their parents for emotional, physical, and material support. Penalizing
immigrant parents for using publicly funded health, nutrition, and housing programs—for which they are legally

their ability to meet children’s needs. The administration’s proposed rule would have devastating consequences,

Parents’ and children’s health and wellbeing are
inextricably linked. In the earliest years of life,
children’s interactions and relationships with
their primary caregivers lay the foundation for
healthy development.5 Responsive caregiving
lets children know they are safe and protected.
That helps them regulate stress, encourages
them to explore their environments, and
supports early learning.6

When parents are healthy, well, and cared for,

families and support their children’s development.7 
Conversely, parents’ stress and health challenges—
which can be caused by unstable housing, not

children’s development.8 

Children thrive when they have  NUTRITIOUS FOOD

Children in immigrant families who have health
insurance are more likely to have a primary medical
provider and receive regular health care visits.
They’re also less likely to have unmet care needs.10

Children thrive when they have STABLE HOUSING
Without housing assistance, children are more
likely to live in overcrowded conditions, become
homeless, and move frequently.11 They’re also more
likely to remain in high-poverty neighborhoods,
which is associated with poor health and educational
outcomes.12

Because of the Trump Administration’s attacks, immigrant families are already choosing
to forgo basic needs like food and health care out of fear. The “public charge” proposal
would make it even worse.
CLASP has documented how current immigration policies are already harming young children in immigrant families.
This includes families withdrawing from nutrition and health care programs, avoiding health clinics, and experiencing
increased economic instability.13 Anecdotal reports of families declining assistance are reinforced by recent analyses
showing declines in children’s Medicaid enrollment in 2017 and in immigrant families’ SNAP participation in 2018.14

If the �nal rule is fully implemented, the Kaiser Family Foundation predicts that as many as 2 million U.S. citizen
children with immigrant parents could disenroll from Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP),
despite remaining eligible, out of fear of immigration-related consequences.15

  

Now is the time to advocate for and educate our communities.
The �nal rule goes into e�ect on October 15, 2019. The rule is not retroactive, meaning that food, housing, and health
bene�ts families are using now and up to October 15 will not be considered in a future “public charge” determination.
Immigrant families are encouraged to consult an immigrant rights organization or immigration lawyer to help make
informed decisions for themselves and their children.

In the meantime, we must all continue �ghting. Learn more about the �nal rule, community education resources,
and how to take action at ProtectingImmigrantFamilies.org. For more information, contact Rebecca Ullrich
(rullrich@clasp.org). 

mailto:mhardee@clasp.org
mailto:mhardee@clasp.org
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org
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