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Policy Position:
Food Access

Hawai‘i Public Health Institute (HIPHI) supports 
policies that increase access and improve health 
outcomes for all people. These policies include those 
that support and expand access to sufficient food 
and nutrients. Secure food access increases people’s 
ability to consistently participate at work, to have 
secure housing, and it increases the overall health and 
well-being of individuals. Food insecurity is a lack of 
consistent access to enough food for every person in 
a household to live an active, healthy life. Studies have 
shown that food insecurity leads to many major health 
problems.

Without the consistent ability to access adequate 
nutritious food due to a lack of money, transportation, 
lack of preparation facilities or food storage in housing 
circumstances, or other reasons there is an associated 
increased risk for multiple chronic health conditions 
such as diabetes, obesity, heart disease, mental health 
disorders and other chronic diseases. In 2020, almost 
15% of U.S. households were considered food insecure 
at some point in time, meaning not all household 
members were able to access enough food to support 
active, healthy lifestyles.1

These negative health outcomes that result from food 
insecurity are preventable. Many people in Hawai‘i 
struggle with food security, with over 14% of the 
population are not able to buy the food they need.2 
This level of food insecurity exists despite Hawaiʻi as 
part of a country that is one of the wealthiest in the 
world. 

While the amount of food available in Hawai‘i is more 
than enough to ensure everyone can eat sufficiently, 
many people lack the resources to access this widely 
available food. There are many reasons for lack of 
access. It can result from high cost of living, low wages, 
food scarcity, or a combination of these and other 
factors.
 
GUIDING PRINCIPLES
•	 Commitment to communities where all people are 

able to access food needed to be healthy.
•	 Food access is a right, not a privilege.
•	 Food access is a separate issue from food 

availability. Both issues have unique solutions.
•	 Ending food insecurity is possible. 
•	 Food insecurity exists because society continues 

to let it exist. 
•	 Commitment to empowering food insecure people 

with the financial resources to end their own food 
insecurity.

POLICY PRIORITIES
Many people who are food insecure in Hawai‘i 
are either ineligible for Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, or are eligible 
and not enrolled. This is a solvable problem. Expanding 
SNAP benefits to partially cover those who are 
not financially secure, creating an accessible and 
streamlined application process, and targeting people 
who are eligible but not enrolled are ways to address 
food insecurity. Furthermore the process for SNAP 
enrollment is challenging as SNAP applicants currently 
face phone wait times hours or days long, months for 
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email responses, inaccessible physical locations, and 
incorrect application denials.

Increase access to SNAP.
•	 Decrease wait times for SNAP applicants.
•	 Increase staffing within the SNAP program.
•	 Participate in the Elderly Simplified Application 

Project (ESAP) to increase the certification period 
from 12 months to 36 months for elderly people.

•	 Increase SNAP outreach to better inform potential 
SNAP eligible people.

Expand SNAP benefits.
•	 Expand SNAP benefits beyond the 200% Federal 

Poverty Line for those otherwise ineligible for 
SNAP.

•	 To any resident who qualifies based on income and 
not be contingent upon certain statuses, such as 
school enrollment or citizenship status.

•	 Participate in the Restaurant Meals Program to 
allow SNAP benefits to be used to purchase hot 
food.

Universal free school meals
•	 Provide free school lunch and breakfast at all public 

and charter schools to ensure that all students who 
are eligible for free and reduced lunch are accessing 
food without a cumbersome process.

RATIONALE
•	 Food insecurity has massive health implications 

that can easily be avoided by adopting anti-hunger 
policies. 

•	 Food insecure people have twice the risk of 
diabetes and three times the rate of oral health 
problems. 

•	 Food insecure spend 45% more on medical costs 
yearly than those who are food stable.3

•	 Food insecure young adults were twice as likely to 
have depression or suicide ideation. 

•	 Children were twice as likely to have fair or poor 
health and three times as likely to have iron 
deficiency anemia. 

•	 Food insecurity led to twice the rate of anxiety 
and depression amongst mothers and behavioral 
problems with their young children, while food 
insecure seniors were more than twice as likely to 
have fair or poor health. 

•	 Food insecurity is associated with a 30% increased 

risk of excess death and 50% increased risk of 
cardiovascular disease.

•	 Cognitive development and performance is also 
worse throughout life for people experiencing 
food insecurity.

•	 Food insecure people spend roughly 45% more 
on medical care than people in food secure 
households. SNAP participants end up with better 
health outcomes and spending much less on 
medical care than low-income non-participants.4

There are proven ways to end this high level of food 
insecurity. The federal government’s SNAP, formerly 
known as food stamps, is the largest and most effective 
anti-hunger program in the nation. SNAP benefits have 
been shown to cut food insecurity rates by 30%, with 
more generous benefits resulting in even higher cuts.5 
Currently more than 130,000 people in Hawai‘i receive 
SNAP benefits and receive roughly $400 per month on 
average.6 Receiving these benefits help alleviate food 
insecurity by providing a stable recurring allotment 
that can be used to purchase food at grocery stores 
and farmers markets throughout the state.
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Hawai‘i Public Health Institute (HIPHI) establishes internal public policy positions on priority topics and issue areas 
to help determine legislative and advocacy actions HIPHI may take. These priority areas also help to determine 

programmatic and/or organizational response. Developed by staff and approved by the Board of Directors, the public 
policy positions are policy documents to guide the organization over the long term as we work to influence the broader 

public policy landscape.
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