
The New Public Charge Rule: A Threat to Families’ Oral Health 

What is public charge?  

Public charge is a test used by federal immigration officials to identify individuals who may primarily rely on 

the government for subsistence. If an individual is determined to be likely to become a public charge, the 

government can deny them entry to the U.S. or lawful permanent residency status (a “green card”).  

On October 10, 2018, the Trump administration proposed changes to the public charge rule that, if finalized in 

its proposed form, would broaden the scope of public benefits considered under a public charge determination. 

Benefits under consideration would include most forms of Medicaid, Medicare Part D premium and cost 

sharing assistance, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and housing assistance. If 

instituted, this change would create fear and disincentivize immigrant families from applying for or using health 

insurance and other public benefits for which they are legally eligible and that protect physical, mental and oral 

health.  

How will the proposed policy impact access to dental care?  

The public health programs being threatened by the proposed changes to the public charge rule are fundamental 

for protecting access to dental care and maintaining oral and overall health. Together with the Children’s Health 

Insurance Program (CHIP), Medicaid provides coverage to more than 35 million children and includes 

mandatory coverage of all medically necessary dental care.  Though states have greater discretion about 

offering dental services to adults via Medicaid, all but three states offer some dental coverage for adults.  

As a result of the proposed changes to the definition of public charge, it is estimated that anywhere from 2.1 to 

4.9 million people may disenroll from Medicaid or CHIP, including U.S.-born children with immigrant parents. 

This would result in reduced access to oral health services for both children and adults, increasing their risk for 

poor oral health outcomes and related chronic conditions.  

How will the change in public charge impact oral health outcomes? 

Oral health means more than just having healthy teeth – it is essential for the general health of all individuals. 

Dental disease is intricately connected to other chronic conditions including diabetes, heart disease and stroke 

and can impact birth outcomes, employment, school performance and self-esteem. Therefore, access to dental 

care is integral not only for oral health, but also for maintaining overall health and wellbeing.  

Low-income and uninsured individuals are at increased risk of poor oral health outcomes, including early and/or 

untreated tooth decay, less frequent dental visits and greater unmet dental needs. These negative outcomes will 

be exacerbated by families’ disenrollment from public programs like Medicaid that provide coverage for 

preventative and continuous oral health services. Because good nutrition is important for oral health, inclusion 

of SNAP in the proposed regulation could further put the oral health of children and families at risk. 

Poor oral health has been associated with difficulty eating, increased risk of heart disease and diabetes. Diabetes 

has also been associated with poor oral health. Not only may it stem from poor oral health, but losing insurance 

coverage for management of diabetes may also result in worse oral health outcomes. Additionally, oral disease 

may affect mental and emotional well-being. It can undermine self-esteem and lead to increased social isolation, 

chronic stress and depression. Oral disease also limits productivity and ability to work. Among young children 

specifically, oral disease is associated with developmental concerns and disrupted school attendance.  

https://www.communitycatalyst.org/blog/public-charge-would-create-a-public-health-crisis-for-immigrant-families#.W9dBZjFRfIU
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/program-information/medicaid-and-chip-enrollment-data/report-highlights/child-and-chip-enrollment/index.html
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/benefits/dental/index.html
https://www.chcs.org/media/Adult-Oral-Health-Fact-Sheet_072718.pdf
http://files.kff.org/attachment/Issue-Brief-Estimated-Impacts-of-the-Proposed-Public-Charge-Rule-on-Immigrants-and-Medicaid
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/blog/anti-immigrant-policies-are-hurting-childrens-oral-health#.W9cxHjFRfIU
https://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/NNBBJT.pdf
https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/leading-health-indicators/2020-lhi-topics/Oral-Health
https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/leading-health-indicators/2020-lhi-topics/Oral-Health
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/blog/preventable-diseases-show-the-impact-of-racial-disparities#.W9cxJDFRfIU
https://kaiserfamilyfoundation.files.wordpress.com/2013/01/7798-02.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28129806
https://www.adha.org/sites/default/files/7256_Oral_Health_Nutrition_0.pdf
https://www.mchoralhealth.org/PDFs/learningfactsheet.pdf
https://www.chcs.org/media/FOM-Oral-Health_111617.pdf
http://www.diabetes.org/living-with-diabetes/treatment-and-care/oral-health-and-hygiene/diabetes-and-oral-health.html
https://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/NNBBJT.pdf
https://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/NNBBJT.pdf
https://www.chcs.org/media/FOM-Oral-Health_111617.pdf
https://www.mchoralhealth.org/PDFs/learningfactsheet.pdf
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Oral health is intertwined with overall well-being for both adults and children. The proposed public charge 

policy limits access to oral health services and will have dire consequences on the health of families. 

What can I do? 

 Submit a public comment opposing the Trump Administration’s proposed changes to the public charge

rule. The comment period closes on December 10, 2018

 Check out Community Catalyst’s public comment on the proposed rule and a fact sheet on how the rule

will affect different populations and stakeholders. You can also use the Oral Health Progress and Equity

Network’s (OPEN) template letter and request access to the Protecting Immigrant Families (PIF)

coalition’s comment template. Feel free to incorporate elements of these resources into your own unique

organizational comment

 For additional information, PIF also has a quick analysis and comment FAQ about the proposed rule on

their website

 You can also elevate the health impacts the proposed rule would have on social media from now until

the comment deadline on December 10. Feel free to use the PIF coalition’s Digital Toolkit as well as

Community Catalyst’s social media graphics to help you do so

For more information or if you have questions, please contact Kasey Wilson -Policy Analyst, Dental Access 
Project at Community Catalyst at (202) 587-2833 or kwilson@communitycatalyst.org

https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/#take-action
https://communitycatalyst.us11.list-manage.com/track/click?u=508949c0cbdbe878362b267e4&id=b785f56c4f&e=24eb9881a3
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/resources/publications/document/Fact-Cheet_Public-Charge-FINAL.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mij2NsPm4_06LXwALUkqAILT-QoB4d_DtkZyE6dooLM/edit
bit.ly/TemplatePIFlogin
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1FMcQYbV4DWPa9bPQn63oQVJkbkRqxe5dRmjjVFi0Ifg/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1o68SNvMAltY745xzqnfhHq96aaHSZWLarCQ3h0-8z1E/edit
https://protectingimmigrantfamilies.org/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YutAj2aCzw3Q3MoK_eNKQ4JT9U4f6B1DNwwdWzWAXFs/preview
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1LxNZaFO7kLnVsm7VPOFON0O3_6HBYP8p

