Expanding SSI to Puerto Rico is essential to help the disabled and disadvantaged population on the island and the plan costs nothing
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Among the territories, only residents of the Northern Mariana Islands receive SSI. Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Virgin Islands receive a federal block grant called Aid to the Aged, Blind, and Disabled (AABD), which provides far lower benefits and has more restrictive eligibility criteria than SSI. American Samoa has neither SSI nor AABD.
AABD is much more restrictive than SSI. Unlike with SSI, federal law caps the annual funding that the territories receive for AABD and other adult assistance programs, and that cap hasn’t changed since 1997.[35] A GAO study estimated that in 2011, federal spending on AABD was less than 2 percent of what it would have been if Puerto Rico residents received full SSI benefits, and that monthly benefits for an individual receiving AABD are less than 15 percent of the benefits that SSI would provide, all else being equal.
Puerto Rico’s exclusion from SSI is especially harmful given the territory’s high disability rate. Disability is more prevalent among less educated, lower-income, and older people, and these are more likely the case for Puerto Rico residents than mainland U.S. residents.[36] Nearly 1 in 6 Puerto Rico residents (15.1 percent) are disabled, according to the Census Bureau, compared to 8.6 percent of the general U.S. population, and half of the territory’s disabled residents live in poverty — twice the U.S. average. Most territories have overwhelmingly non-white populations, giving this exclusion a racially disparate impact.[37]
Policymakers should extend full SSI to Puerto Rico and the other territories, as President Biden proposed in his 2022 budget.[38] In 2020, a U.S. appellate court backed a federal district court ruling that excluding Puerto Rico residents from SSI is unconstitutional, but the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the ruling in 2022.[39] Extending SSI to the territories would now require a change to the law.
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