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Rhode Island is experiencing economic prosperity and low unemployment for the first 
time in many years. Workers are beginning to see their wages and incomes increase. 
But the improving economy has a downside: the high cost of living in Rhode Island. 
The cost of basic household expenses – including rent, fuel and food – has gone up 
dramatically, canceling out the financial gains of many workers.

Food inflation alone is outpacing wage growth. In a study of supermarket prices in 
Rhode Island, food costs grew by 15 percent over the last two years. By comparison, 
workers’ wages increased by just 5 percent in the same time period.

Food Inflation Adds to Food Insecurity
Rising prices make it harder for low-income families to afford adequate food.3 
According to the most recent report from the USDA, 12.4 percent of Rhode Island 
households (54,200 households) lack sufficient food to meet their nutritional needs.4 
Among food insecure households, nearly half report cutting the size of meals, skipping 
meals and experiencing hunger – what the USDA terms “very low food security.” In 
Rhode Island, the prevalence of this severe degree of food insecurity is significantly 
higher than ten years ago.

MAJOR FINDINGS

Hunger is more prevalent 
in Rhode Island than it 
was 10 years ago.

Food insecurity affects 
one in eight Rhode Island 
households.

Inflation outpaces wage 
growth for many workers. 

Demand for food 
assistance remains high 
throughout the Food 
Bank’s statewide network 
of member agencies, 
serving 53,000 people 
each month. 

Even in the midst of today’s 
economic prosperity:

Rhode Island households reporting severe food insecurity and hunger increased significantly 
over the past decade.

Rising Prices Hurt Low-Income Families in Rhode Island



Rhode Island Food Cost Study Results

Food costs in Rhode Island increased by 15 percent over the last two years in a study that measured changes 
in food prices for consumers in the state. A shopping list was created for the study and then priced at a local 
supermarket in July 2016, 2017 and 2018. Items on the list were selected to prepare a week’s worth of meals 
for a family of four based on USDA “My Plate” nutrition recommendations. In the study, the majority of food 
items went up in cost from 2016 to 2018 and food costs increased for all categories of food, except dairy 
(view all results from the Rhode Island Food Cost study at rifoodbank.org/foodcoststudy). 

The Farm Bill is comprehensive federal legislation that authorizes  
funding for farm and food programs, including the Supplemental  
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). The last Farm Bill passed by 
Congress expired in September 2018. Fortunately, SNAP will continue 
to operate under the terms of the expired bill as long as Congress 
appropriates funding for the program. 

In an attempt to pass a new Farm Bill this year, the Senate and  
House made separate proposals that were vastly different. The  
Senate version, with bipartisan support, preserves SNAP spending  
at current levels. By contrast, the House is proposing to rollback  
SNAP eligibility and benefits, cutting SNAP by $18.8 billion over the  
next 10 years.5 These differences between the Senate and House  
must be reconciled before a new Farm Bill can be enacted.
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The Rising Cost of Food in Rhode Island

Federal Food Benefits on the 
Chopping Block in Congress



53,000 people 
EACH MONTH

The Food Bank’s 
statewide network of
member agencies serves

Ways to Fight Food Inflation
Healthy Habits: Eating Well on a Budget
Families can reduce spending on food by 
cooking more vegetarian meals. Research 
shows that a healthy, plant-based diet 
costs less than the USDA’s “My Plate” 
recommendations.9 When low-income 
families prepare at least three vegetarian 

meals each week, they spend less on food and demonstrate significant 
improvements in food security.10

The Rhode Island Community Food Bank now offers Healthy Habits, a 
nutrition education program that teaches participants how to stretch limited 
cash and SNAP benefits by preparing nutritious, vegetarian meals. Healthy 
Habits offers classes and workshops at food pantry and meal program 
sites using recipes developed by Dr. Mary Flynn, Research Dietitian at the 
Miriam Hospital.

Current SNAP Benefits Fall Short
Approximately 159,000 Rhode Islanders are enrolled in SNAP.6 Eligible 
households receive an EBT (Electronic Benefit Transfer) card, loaded with 
benefits on the first day of the month. SNAP benefits can only be used to 
purchase food at authorized retailers. 

SNAP benefit levels are based on the USDA’s Thrifty Food Plan, which 
estimates the weekly cost of food for a family of four to be $148.20.7 And yet, 
the average household in the United States spends 1.5 times more on food 
each week than the Thrifty Food Plan allows.8 

Because SNAP benefits do not reflect the actual cost of food, many SNAP 
recipients exhaust their benefits and then turn to food pantries for assistance. 
Demand for food assistance remains high in Rhode Island, particularly at the 
end of each month. Through its network of 158 member agencies, the Rhode 
Island Community Food Bank monthly serves 53,000 people, significantly 
more than ten years ago.
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Bonus Bucks at Farmers Markets
SNAP recipients can also double the value of their benefits by utilizing incentives 
that are available at farmers markets. The nonprofit Farm Fresh Rhode Island offers 
a “Bonus Bucks” program that matches SNAP benefits when used to purchase fresh 
produce at 29 farmers markets in the state. In 2018, Farm Fresh provided more than 
$150,000 in bonus bucks.11 The program is expected to expand in the future with 
additional grant funding from the USDA.
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Rhode Island
Community Food Bank
200 Niantic Avenue
Providence , RI 02907

Phone: (401) 942-6325
Fax: (401) 942-2328

Urge Rhode Island’s 
Congressional 
Delegation to reject a 
Farm Bill that contains 
cuts to SNAP.

Ask the Governor to 
support Bonus Bucks at 
Farmers Markets to help 
SNAP recipients afford 
local, fresh food.

Boost the earnings of 
hard-working Rhode 
Islanders by telling 
legislators to raise the 
minimum wage to $15 
per hour.

Advocate for additional 
funding for the Food 
Bank to meet the 
continued high need  
for food assistance in 
Rhode Island. 

Action
Steps

Summary
Currently in Washington D.C., the House and Senate are debating whether to cut SNAP 
by billions of dollars in the new Farm Bill. But for many low-income families, SNAP 
is their main defense against hunger. Rather than reducing food benefits, Congress 
should provide a remedy to the problem of hunger by using the Farm Bill to strengthen 
SNAP and ensure that benefits keep pace with rising food prices.

In Rhode Island, the high cost of living affects everyone, but it creates real hardship 
for low-income families. When food prices go up, they are the ones who experience 
food insecurity and hunger. Today, one in eight Rhode Island households cannot 
afford the food they need. Over the past decade, the number of Rhode Islanders 
experiencing hunger has increased significantly.

The Rhode Island Community Food Bank 
and its statewide network of member 
agencies served 37,000 people each 
month in 2008. Today, 53,000 Rhode 
Islanders receive food assistance each 
month at food pantries and meal programs. 
Meanwhile, state funding for the Food Bank 
has not increased in ten years.

If new limits to SNAP eligibility and benefits 
are enacted in the Farm Bill, the outcome 
will be less food for thousands of Rhode 
Island families struggling to meet their 
basic needs. Action is needed at national, 
state and local levels to protect vulnerable 
families from hunger. 

OUR MISSION
To improve the quality of life for all Rhode Islanders
by advancing solutions to the problem of hunger.

OUR VISION
We envision a state where no one goes hungry.


