






THE LAST WORD

BY LAUREN ZIRBEL 

For several years HFIA has been 
working to draw attention to a 
financial disadvantage that Hawaii 
residents face; we are one of only a 
subject to a tax on groceries. We’ve 
written about this in the local news, 
and discussed it in testimony at both 
the State and County levels. 

As an alternative to increasing the 
minimum wage by a significant factor 
every year, the state legislature could 
go a long way towards improving Ha-
waii’s livability by removing the GET 
from food. We believe we need to 
find ways to improve residents’ cash 
flow by addressing taxes on necessity 
purchases such as food.

Food is a significant expense for 
Hawaii families. In 2014, the aver-
age annual food expenditure for a 
two-person household was $9,978 in 
Maui County, $9,901 in Kauai Coun-
ty, $9,467 in Honolulu County, and 
$7,676 in Hawaii County. 

An average two-person household 
would save more than $400 each year 
if food were exempt from the general 
excise tax, which is significantly more 
than the existing food income tax 
credit for low-income families. Larger 
households would enjoy even more 
significant savings. 

Thirty-two states plus the District 
of Columbia exempt groceries from 
their sales taxes. Another six states 
tax groceries at lower rates than other 
goods. It is time for Hawaii to join this 

majority. Hawaii’s high cost of living is 
a consistent topic of conversation and 
each year we see several bills that try 
to address one aspect of this problem 
or another. Exempting groceries from 
the GET is a comprehensive solution 
that would effectively make it less 
expensive to live in Hawaii. 

Saving 4.712% on their grocery 
bill would mean that Hawaii families 
could put that money toward health-
ier eating, their retirement savings, 
or investment in their community. 

Eliminating the GET on Groceries

Continued from page 33

Keeping the 
money in the 
local economy 
and in the hands 
of people that 
need it benefits 
everyone. 

An exemption of this type would 
favor lower-income households the 
most. Lower-income families spend 
a significantly higher percentage of 
their income on food. Exempting gro-
ceries from the GET would also save 
the state some money by eliminating 
the need for the Refundable Food 
Excise Tax Credit. 

Getting this bill passed is going to 
be an uphill battle. In spite of Ha-
waii’s highly centralized system of 
government, which should be more 
efficient and less expensive than other 
states, we face one of the highest tax 
burdens in the country. Take-home 
pay is eroded not only by paycheck 
withholding, but also by the taxes 
Hawaii residents are forced to pay on 
absolute necessities such as food. 

In other states that have fought to 
lower or eliminate taxes on groceries, 
the process has taken years. Which 
means that even if proposed bills to 
remove GET from food do not make 
it all the way this year, this is just the 
beginning. We’ll continue to build 
support and educate our legislators 
and others about why exempting food 
from the GET is the best way to bring 
down Hawaii’s cost of living.

(if not a consumer preference) for 
click & pick-up services over home 
delivery, with close to 20% of stores 
surveyed offering these as options in 
2017. Of course, with the relatively re-
cent popularity of Instacart, that num-
ber has likely increased since then. 

Finally, Bickmore reviewed some of 
the other key findings of his compa-
ny’s survey, including the favorable 

economic factors that are currently 
driving positive business trends. Gross 
domestic product is up; unemploy-
ment is very low; food inflation is high; 
all of which is good for retailers who 
maintain stores of food. SNAP partic-
ipation is down, causing mixed results 
for retailers who customarily rely on 
this source of guaranteed income. 

While FMS Solutions’ annual 
survey doesn’t currently include data 
from Hawaii retailers, Bickmore is 

looking to change that, in order to 
determine benchmarks for retailers 
in our state.

If you’d like to receive a copy of the 
2018 Independent Grocers Financial 
Survey conducted by FMS Solutions 
or learn more about their consul-
tative offerings, you may contact 
Gary Bickmore at gary.bickmore@
fmssolutions.com.  
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Contact us today to learn how we can help this 
your best year ever!

Beau Oshiro, VP, Division Manager Hawaii | 808.682.3308 / 808.222.4737 | www.cswg.com
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With our continuing commitment to new technologies, C&S 
is constantly focused on delivering cost savings, service and 

value to our customers. And with over 100 years of 
experience serving retailers as a fourth generation family 

business, we have the depth, expertise and vision to help you 
run your business efficiently and profitably.

TECHNOLOGY



           If you’re shipping perishable goods to Hawaii, no one in the business has more expertise in handling  

chilled and frozen cargo. We offer online tracking, a national refrigerated cargo sales team,  

and the largest quantity of top-quality, advanced refrigeration equipment in the trade.  

For more information, speak to one of our shipping experts  

at (800) 4-MATSON or visit Matson.com.

NO MATTER HOW FRAGILE THE CARGO, WE MANAGE TO STAY COOL.
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