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Background

The Department of Corrections (DOC) and the Social Security Administration (SSA) have a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) for an effective, secure, and efficient means for each party’s field staff to process
applications from incarcerated individuals for replacement social security number (SSN) cards. The DOC values
the partnership with SSA because offering individuals the opportunity to obtain vital records before release or
transfer to partial confinement helps them move forward faster with work, housing, healthcare, and support
services.

Eligibility

According to the MOU, individuals must meet the following criteria to receive a replacement SSN card via the
Vital Records Program:

e IsaUnited States citizen
e Has an assigned SSN
e Has not met the lifetime limit of 10 replacement SSN cards
¢ Meets one of the following:
o Eligible for release within 180 days
o Eligible for transfer to partial confinement within 180 days
o Has a court date due to sentence reform within 180 days
o Participates in Reentry Center, school, or pre-release social services.

Additionally, all the information on the application must exactly match information in current SSA records.
Under the MOU, the SSA will not process requests for new SSN or for changes to SSA records (e.g., legal name
change).

Barriers

Inability to Transfer SSN Cards Between Facilities: In 2025, 4% of the applicants (91 individuals) transferred
or released before they received their replacement social security card. Per instructions from the SSA, the DOC
may not send the replacement card to another prison or personal address unless the card transfers with the
individual. The DOC must return the cards to the SSA. Additional flexibility for DOC to transfer social security
cards between facilities would result in more individuals releasing with the vital record and reduced workload on
DOC and SSA staff members. Since SSA limits replacement cards to 10 per lifetime, flexibility to transfer cards
also reduces the number of individuals that meet the lifetime maximum.

Restrained 180-day Timeline: Per the terms of the MOU, individuals may apply for a replacement SSN card
when they will be released from total confinement into the community or partial confinement within 180 days.
With the possibility of resentencing, an increase in reentry programming, and partial confinement pathways, the
180-day timeline is insufficient for the reentering population.

Although Washington DOC’s MOU constrains the timeline to 180 days before transfer or release, the SSA
updated their Program Operations Manual System (POMS): RM 10225.135 to accommodate a 1-year timeframe
for the Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP). The 1-year timeframe only applies to BOP applications that the servicing
Field Office received on or after January 28, 2023.

Timeline

The timeline documents DOC’s efforts to ask the SSA to reconsider the terms of the MOU to address the two
identified barriers. DOC pieced together the timeline using institutional memory, emails, and documents. Given
staff turnover, it is feasible that some events are missing. Additionally, the timeline only includes DOC actions
and not actions by other public and non-profit entities.
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https://secure.ssa.gov/poms.NSF/lnx/0110225135

March 2019: DOC and SSA signed the first MOU.

March 2023: In preparation for a new MOU, DOC
suggested changes to address the two identified
barriers.

September 2023: SSA denied the request saying,
“We cannot accept, and cannot include in the final
agreement, the amendments proposed in the
“Attachment F” facilities list, and the proposal to
extend the time frame of the MOU to 365 [days].

The MOU process already constitutes an exception
to SSA’s practices and policies for the issuing of a
replacement SSN card. . . . Once an inmate has
community access, they are then able to initiate the
SSN replacement process on their own.”

~February 2024: SSA audits Airway Heights
Corrections Center as part of SSA’s standard
procedure before entering into a new MOU. The
audit team reiterated that DOC cannot transfer SSN
cards between facilities without the individual
transferring at the same time.

March 2024: DOC and SSA enter into a new MOU.

April 2024: A representative from the lllinois DOC
asked ~35 states to jointly ask the SSA to address
the barriers. The SSA denied Illinois’ request to
extend the timeframe in May 2024.

September 2024: DOC participates in a Roundtable
on Supplemental Security Income and Incarceration
hosted by the Social Security Advisory Board (SSAB).

December 2024: SSAB releases Supplemental
Security Income and Incarceration Report with
input from WA DOC. The report includes
Recommendation 16: “SSA should allow
correctional facilities to transmit replacement cards
to people who have been transferred or released.”

April 2025: DOC Secretary Tim Lang sent a letter to
SSA Acting Commissioner Leland Dudek to ask him
to consider expanding the timeframe to 12 months
from anticipated transfer or release. Commissioner
Dudek did not respond.

For additional information, please:
Contact the DOC Vital Records Team at doc-vitalrecords@docl.wa.gov.
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