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Executive Summary
About
Transforming Hawaii Food Systems Together (THFST)is an initiative that seeks to build
statewide capacity and pave the way for a more robust, sustainable, and resilient food system,
especially in times of crisis. The initiative harnesses the momentum from the COVID-19
pandemic, documents lessons learned, articulates policy and planning recommendations, and
sets up the State to expand large-scale institutional purchasing of local foods.
This report outlines findings from 16 key informant interviews as part of the 4th component of
the THFST project, food system vulnerability assessments. These key informant interviews were
aimed at understanding the views of key policymakers, state agency directors, and NGO and
community leaders in the Hawai’i food system. The specific aim of the report is to analyze and
present their perceptions of key points of food system vulnerability and resiliency concerning
household and community food security in Hawaiʻi.
The research is, by design, not aimed at assessing broad patterns in the perceptions of the state
population, gaining perspectives of a wide range of stakeholders, or part of participatory action
methods. The research subjects were selected based on their unique position to understand
key points of vulnerability to household and/or community food security. In terms of
limitations, this study had a small sample size of 16 elite policymakers, executives,
organizational directors, and community advocates with specific responsibilities, directly or
indirectly, relating to household and community food security. However, these preliminary
assessments can be useful toward informing the broader policy making goals of the overall
research as well as complement other dimensions of the THFST project. Challenges included
reaching participants across the paeʻaina and coordinating interviews with research
participants.
Key Findings
We have highlighted findings across the six thematic areas investigated:
1. threats and risks to household and community food security;
2. points of vulnerability in relation to household and community food security;
3. gaps and innovations in the emergency food system;
4. patterns of food (in)security;
5. visions for the future and;
6. opportunities for collaboration.
Key Risks, Points of Vulnerability and Gaps
Key informant interviews revealed a series of key threats and risks, including: (1) social and
economic inequalities that hamper the ability to equitably produce, distribute, and store food,
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along with people’s ability to access these foods; (2) risks associated with climate change; (3)
lack of data on food security, limiting policy and practice; (4) lack of comprehensive food and
agriculture policies to improve the food system; and (5) inadequate infrastructure that puts
Hawaiʻi at risk for an unstable food supply that can lead to food (in)security. Points of
vulnerability with relation to food security were also highlighted by research participants,
including: (1) Hawaiʻi’s economic system and lack of economic diversification; (2) inadequate
social safety nets, especially around food access and nutrition; (3) food supply chain limitations,
including the very long supply chains of imports of all kinds, including food and; 4) vulnerable
and inadequate food storage infrastructure, including reliance on the Port of Honolulu as a
single point of importation.
Several gaps were also highlighted by interviewees in relation to the emergency food system
and the COVID-19 crisis. The two main areas in which gaps were mentioned included: (1) an
import-dependent and non-profit-led emergency feeding system; and (2) inequalities affecting
emergency food distribution access, such as lack of public transportation. An emergency food
system which relies on volunteer labor, especially by elderly women, raises questions about
equity and the risks being born by different groups of essential workers during crises.
Additionally, the pandemic has shifted or illuminated pre-existing patterns of food (in)security,
which participants mentioned as related to existing social factors such as: (1) geography; (2)
income; (3) race/ethnicity; (4) age; (5) (un)employment status, with participants highlighting
the range of income and job types of the newly unemployed. Other factors influencing food
security, such as social marginalization associated with immigration status, gender,
houselessness and other differences and commonly referenced in related literature on socioeconomic determinants of food insecurity, were not specifically mentioned in interviews.
Innovation, Adaptation and Visions for the Future
Interviewees also highlighted innovations in the emergency food system, including: (1) the
creation of new infrastructure and the development of new professional and purchasing
relationships through the COVID-19 pandemic; (2) the increased attention/support for preexisting infrastructure and policies, such as food hubs, as well as; (3) improvements to
emergency food planning and operations based on experiences during the pandemic. In terms
of visions for the future, participants elucidated actionable steps that were suggested at
different levels of government, in emergency planning and preparedness and in the agricultural
sector in Hawaiʻi. These included broad recommendations aimed at better balancing the
economic system and redistributing wealth while also investing in community-led solutions
while also improving entitlements and state assistance. At more local levels, integrating food
and agriculture topics into public education and awareness was seen as key, as were promoting
sustainable farming practices, strengthening the local food system and unique value-added
4

products associated with Hawai’i. At the level of infrastructure, developing alternate ports and
expanding food storage infrastructure were highlighted as critical interventions in withstanding
future crises. In terms of opportunities and potential for collaboration, informants highlighted
efforts to: better address community needs by connecting consumers directly with farmers;
develop future food system leaders and; improve coordination among key food system actors
generally, and between emergency management and emergency feeding professionals in
particular. Interview participants also expressed the view that better addressing community
needs may also require shifts in perspectives, thinking of food not only in terms of food security
or production metrics, but where food is the basis for community connections, health, and
wellbeing.
Recommendations
Based on the analysis of interview participant feedback, recommendations were developed to
address both urgent and long-term food system transformation needs, and that link to broader
plans of action and recommendations nationally and internationally. The recommendations are
multifaceted and include the follow key state-wide measures and goals:
1. Committing to long-term and far-reaching goals for food system transformation and
organizing and planning for systemic change (Systemic Transformation).These goals link
to important considerations highlighted in studies of equitable food system change,
movement building and intersectional food justice initiatives.
2. Developing bottom-up, community-informed, and comprehensive food and agriculture
policies (Integrated Food System Policies). Such an approach is consistent with national
best practices in food system planning and integrated food policy making for developing
community-based food systems.
3. Investing in the local food system infrastructure and new robust physical infrastructure
for imports (Food System Infrastructure). Such a strategy is consistent with the analysis
and priorities identified through prior food system assessments of Hawaii, the Hawaii
Climate Commission Working Paper on Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation, and
the Critical Systems Assessments of the Hawaii Emergency Management Agency
(HIEMA).
4. Resourcing state-led coordination mechanisms as well as community-led coalitions for
food system change (e.g. state-wide planning and coordination for local food system
development and state-wide planning and mechanisms for emergency food and
feeding) (Food System Collaboration). Consistent with national best practices for food
system planning for resilience and equity.
Conclusions
The picture that these conversations with community leaders have painted highlights the
current innovation, resilience, and deep commitments to food system transformation -- with
local communities mobilizing mutual aid, community planning, sustaining relationships to land
5

and community, as well as increased collaboration to build momentum for systemic change.
Nevertheless, the backdrop for these bright spots is a highly vulnerable food system in a state
of emergency -- and an emergency food system in a state of crisis. Such insights reflect not a
doomsday scenario, but foreground the urgent need for concerted and comprehensive
planning and support for addressing the many critical food system issues in Hawaiʻi, particularly
for those most vulnerable and socio-economically marginalized. Important questions remain
about forms of adversity people are being asked to endure in the name of resiliency and whose
collective, emotional and physical labor subsidizes food system business as usual.
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Introduction
In Hawaiʻi, like in many other regions, the COVID-19 pandemic (the pandemic) has catapulted
food system issues, such as community food insecurity and food system resilience, toward the
top of emergency preparedness and state and regional planning agendas (Béné 2020). The
pandemic exposed the precariousness of household food security for many communities,
identified weaknesses in current food supply chains (Chenarides et al. 2021), and in some cases,
leveraged critical resources toward ongoing efforts to strengthen food security, especially for
poor and marginalized peoples (Fitzpatrick et al. 2020; Thilmany et al. 2021).
Transforming Hawaiʻi’s Food Systems Together (THFST) is an initiative that seeks to build
statewide capacity and pave the way for a more sustainable and resilient food system,
especially in times of crisis. The initiative harnesses the momentum for food system change
emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic, documents key lessons learned, articulates policy and
planning recommendations, and sets up the State of Hawaiʻi to expand institutional purchasing
of local and sustainably produced foods (THFST 2021). The project focuses on four principal
knowledge products: (1) social network analysis of power in the food system; (2) a Hawai‘i
food system map of key processes and features of the agrifood system; (3) comprehensive
state policy analysis and; (4) food system vulnerability assessments.
Analysis of the key informant interviews feeds into the broader work on food system
vulnerability assessments including: Identification of key points of food system vulnerability
exposed during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic; identification of State and community-based
emergency food innovations and lessons learned that have emerged from the COVID19 crisis;
identification of the key points of food system vulnerability, anticipating future natural disasters
and economic shocks to Hawaiʻi; identification of priority strategies for developing a more
resilient and equitable food system for Hawai’i. The vulnerability assessments will include a
survey as well as key informant interviews. The interviews will be closely coordinated with
survey development.
The report is organized into five sections: (1) methodology; (2) background and literature
review; (3) key findings; (4) recommendations; (5) and conclusions.

Methodology
The following research involved the planning and execution of a series of 16 key informant
interviews with professionals and community leaders designed to collect and analyze
perceptions of points of food system vulnerability and resilience in relation to food security in
Hawaiʻi. Key informant interviews are helpful to illicit key information that can shape wider
research in the early stages of an identified phenomenon. The objective of this component of
the research was to understand the views and insights of key public, private, and NGO sector
actors involved in responding to the food supply shocks of COVID-19, including their insights
into building a more resilient and equitable food system. The specific aim of the report is to
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analyze and present their perceptions of key points of food system vulnerability and resiliency
in relation to household and community food security in Hawaiʻi.

2.1 Data Collection
Dr. Amanda Shaw, along with two UH West Oʻahu student researchers, Kerstyn Afuso and
Tierra Bartoletti, conducted and transcribed 16 key informant interviews, completed coding
and analysis. The following activities were completed:
1. Tool Development:
a. The development of interview guides consisting of 11 questions for semistructured interviews (see Annex).
b. Outreach to participants to arrange interviews; snowballing other participants.
c. Data Collection. Conducting 16, 30-60 minute semi-structured interviews via
Zoom.
d. Interviews were transcribed and coded in Excel.
2. Data Analysis:
a. Interviews were analyzed via thematic analysis (Terry et al. 2017) to draw on key
themes, recommendations, and promising practices.
3. Report Writing: Report writing and editing was completed by all co-authors.

2.2 Limitations and Challenges
The research is, by design, not aimed at assessing broad (population-level) perceptions, nor
forms part of participatory action methods. In this sense, it provides a limited view into the
perceptions of a select number of key expert informants active in the food system and in the
response to COVID-19, an example of “studying up” on powerful actors in the food chain
(Becker and Aiello 2013). Future and co-occurring research is planned that will widen the
perspective of these inputs into the THFST project. At present, broad-based surveys of
citizen/consumer experiences related to food security and resiliency are not planned for this
project.
In terms of limitations, this study’s relatively small sample size of elite policymakers,
executives, organizational directors, and advocates limits the broad applicability of findings.
However, these preliminary assessments can be useful toward informing the broader policy
making goals, inform future research, and complement other dimensions of the THFST
initiative. In addition, the research was concerned principally with the realm of consumption
needs (household and community food security) rather than focusing on vulnerabilities and
risks to in-state food production capacities. Although key grower groups (the Hawaiʻi Farm
Bureau) were attempted unsuccessfully to be contacted, further research on producer views on
food security goals, vulnerability, and resilience could be illustrative.
In addition to these limitations to the study, several additional challenges arose during the
research process.
8

Geographic reach. Most interviews took place with Oʻahu and Honolulu-based
organizations. We were not able to connect with service providers on Kauai for
example, which may have been linked to the timing of the research after the flooding on
Kauai in late March, 2021. This has shaped the research in that recommendations and
data may be more relevant to Oʻahu and state-level processes rather than capturing
nuances across the paeʻaina. Additionally, we did not speak to Lanai-based informants
for their views of that context. These gaps can be rectified in future research and
policymaking activities under the wider project.
Participation and communication. While logistics were sometimes complex and
required multiple rounds of emails for coordination and follow-up, most of those
contacted responded to the inquiry. One government official declined to participate and
directed us toward other agencies and one farming community informant declined to
participate based on project duplication. Indeed, even some of those participating in the
interviews felt that they had participated in similar research as part of the THFST or
other research. This raises important questions of duplication, coordination, and
ensuring the value of research to research participants. Bringing in these comments may
be helpful to informing ongoing project components.

Background and Literature Review
3.1 Defining Key Concepts: ‘Vulnerability’ and ‘Resilience’ in Relation to
Food Security
This research has aimed to analyze key informants’ perspectives on key points of food system
vulnerability and resilience in relation to food security in Hawaiʻi. We begin with a traditional
understanding of food security1 as encompassing food availability, food accessibility, food
utilization, and stability (FAO, 2020), with an understanding that the cultural dimensions of food
are also integral to food security (Alonso et al 2018). Because the focus of the project is related
specifically to community and household food security, the research concentrated on
perceptions of how to meet this primary goal related to consumption and well-being in the
context of COVID-19 and beyond2. Further, through expert interviews, the study examined
perception of the key points of vulnerability to community and household food insecurity, as
well as aspects of food system resilience for Hawaiʻi’s food system overall, broadly understood,
respectively, as points of weakness and strength in the ways that individuals, households, and
larger collectives can meet their food needs consistently in ways that help them sustain lives
1

When all people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious
food that meets their food preferences and dietary needs for an active and healthy life (IFPRI 2019; FAO
2020). Food (in)security may be experienced at different levels. See Annex A for other key terms and
definitions.
2
In contrast to say, local food production goals.
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they value. Specifically, we understand vulnerability,’ in this context, as the likelihood that, at a
given time in the future, an individual will have a level of welfare or wellbeing below a given
norm or benchmark (Harris et al., 2019). Similarly, ‘food system vulnerability’ may be
understood as the likelihood that, at a given time in the future, a community or household may
fall into a state of food insecurity (i.e. a level of welfare or wellbeing below the benchmark of
community and household food security (Rotz & Fraser, 2015; Béné, 2020).
However, systemic as well as individual forms of vulnerability are not evenly distributed across
society. Some of the root causes of vulnerability relate to differences in socio-economic
power and highlight the need to spotlight the structural conditions which systematically
produce different women and racialized people as vulnerable subjects and subject them to
violence (Wijsman and Feagan 2019: 72; O'Hara & Toussaint, 2021). Decolonial and feminist
perspective highlight the need to expose and challenge the “dominant social orders that
produce this vulnerability”, wherein “vulnerability is not a sign of a social system thrown off its
equilibrium that can be fixed by improving adaptability through governance reform and
participatory intervention (cf. Collier and Lackoff, 2014; Grove, 2018)” (ibid). In other words,
they highlight the need to consider vulnerability as produced structurally (i.e. socially
constructed) in a highly differentiated manner that impacts those with less socio-economic
power differently than those with more, and is not necessarily solved through technoinfrastructure interventions (McMichael, 2009; Patel et al. 2020).
Food system resiliency,3 in contrast, can be understood as the “capacity overtime of a food
system to provide sufficient, appropriate and accessible food to all in the face of various
biophysical, social or economic disturbances” (Tendall et al., 2015; Schipanski et al., 2016;
Chodur et al., 2018; FAO, 2020). Béné describes food system resilience as the opportunity to
address gaps and build capacities while addressing future shocks and uncertainty (2020: 16,
cited in Paganini et a. 2020: 3). Martin defines resilience in food systems as “the ability of the
system to undergo an anticipatory or reactionary reorganization of form and/or function to
minimize the impact of a destabilizing shock” (2012: 5, ibid).4
However, indigenous, critical race, and feminist scholars have also critically interrogated the
theme of resilience or resiliency, asking what is being called for in the name of resilience –
what forms of adversity – and what groups are being asked to respond, adapt or mitigate these
circumstances, which may require forms of collective, emotional, and physical work and
responsibility (ibid: 73)? These scholars and activists “warn us not to separate resilience from
the question of social transformation.” Put differently, a focus on food system transformation
(Webb et al., 2020) with the explicit goals of simultaneously achieving ecological sustainability,
3

In the literature, resilience is not always differentiated from resiliency, although the latter seems to apply
somewhat greater process orientation rather than being a static quality or state.
4
Chodur et al. define resilience generally as “the ability of a system to prepare for, resist, and recover from
adverse situations” (Chodur et al., 2018). And FAO defines resiliency as “the ability to prevent disasters and
crises as well as to anticipate, absorb, accommodate or recover from them in a timely, efficient and
sustainable manner” (FAO, 2020).
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food system resilience and social equity, rather than resilience alone, is critical to ensuring
meaningful change that does not reproduce or amplify the conditions of vulnerability for those
with less socio-economic power (Allen, 2010; Patel et al., 2020; Whitfield et al., 2021).
Drawing together these insights, we can understand concepts such as vulnerability/resiliency as
easily mapped onto problematic binaries without attention to the structural dynamics that
produce these conditions. Paganini et al (2020) have highlighted the multiple dimensions
shaping resilience and vulnerability, including institutional, structural, socioeconomic,
environmental, and other factors, as outlined in the model developed in their work on COVID19, farmers and food system resilience (ibid). While this portion of the project focuses on these
terms of vulnerability and resilience, we locate this within the larger framing of the project as
focused on food system transformation, including the risks, responsibilities, structural forces,
and forms of marginalization and violence that systematically produce food insecurity for
oppressed people (Shannon et al., 2015).

3.2 Initial Data on the Emergency Feeding Response to COVID-19
While a comprehensive overview of Hawaiʻi’s food system in the era of COVID-19 is beyond the
purview of the present study and paper, the selective interviews conducted revealed important
data and insight from key community leaders, service providers, planners, researchers, and
program directors working within the emergency food system that provides an important
starting point for our discussion of findings below.
In the first case, key emergency management professionals highlighted the centrality of the
import infrastructure at the Port of Honolulu which is responsible for importing over 3,000
tons/day of food and water, and without which market capacity in the state would be reduced
to 40% of normal (D. Lopez, personal communication, March 4, 2021) within a 4-day period. It
has been repeatedly stated that, given the high rates of food import dependency and lack of
instate commercial and emergency food storage, this critical systems infrastructure is a key
point of vulnerability to community food insecurity in the state of Hawaiʻi.
Some additional key facts and figures shared about disaster management, emergency feeding
and local agriculture, purchasing and food hubs also included the following:
● Major spikes in food bank expenditures and operations. For example, prior to COVID19, about 90% of the food that was distributed through the Hawaiʻi Food Bank (HFB)
was donated. The Hawaiʻi Food Bank’s average yearly budget for food purchasing was
$400,000 with an average of $33,000 spent every month. Since the onset of the COVID19 pandemic, food purchasing by HFB has increased about 18%, with $11.5 million
dollars having been spent since the start of the pandemic (M. Terbio, personal
communication, February 25, 2021). In Waiʻanae, the Waiʻanae Coast Comprehensive
Health Center (WCCHC) reported distributing 2.4 million pounds of food and 260,000
meals to keiki (children) and kupuna (elders) (A. Higa, personal communication, 2021).
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● Increased support for local food producers. The Hawaiʻi Food Bank reported spending
well over one million dollars on local produce during the pandemic (M. Terbio, personal
communication, February 25, 2021), while smaller operations reported increasing the
number of farmers they sourced food from dramatically (e.g. from 2 to 26 farmers in
one case).
● Increased spending related to public food subsidies, including a reported 167%
increase in SNAP-based purchases in 2020 (H. Heavilin, personal communication,
February 24, 2021).
● Recent research has also highlighted the uptick in support of food hub/aggregators
locally and nationally (Fardkhales & Lincoln, 2021).

Key Findings
The key findings below are based on coding and analysis of transcripts from 16 key informant
interviews and reflect only the stated views and beliefs of interview participants. Relevant
research citations, demographics, and statistics are included within the findings for context and
clarity.
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4.1 Systemic Threats & Risks to Community & Household Food
Security
The biggest threats and risks to community and household food security in Hawaiʻi were
characterized by the interview participants as relating to a range of systemic social, ecological
and economic issues - social inequality, climate destabilization, lack of critical data
infrastructure for monitoring and decision making, lack of supportive public policies - to enable
a well-functioning food system in our unique geographic, economic and cultural context. These
threats and risks related to several factors such as: economic inequalities; climate change;
limited data on food security; lack of integrated food policies
I. Economic inequalities that hamper the ability of the food system to equitably produce,
distribute, and store food, along with people’s ability to access healthy foods
Prior to the pandemic, there were many underlying systemic factors posing threats and risks to
the already fragile food system. A common theme within our interviews was that economic
insecurity was one of the primary threats to food security in Hawaiʻi. The economic hardship
experienced by many in Hawaiʻi often translates to food insecurity as people lose their
purchasing power in the marketplace (see USDA ERS, 2021). It is “the high cost of living and the
low cost of waging,” as one interviewee put it. Yet, the cost of living is still rising and wages
remain stagnant in Hawaiʻi. The number of SNAP-based purchases increased by 167% in 2020
alone, as a response to the pandemic, highlighting the significant number of people and
children living in food insecure households (see Pruitt et al., 2021).
Economic insecurity also ties into forms of cultural oppression and socio-economic inequities
experienced by specific communities and groups in Hawaiʻi (see Karger, 2020; Pruitt et al.,
2021). In Waiʻanae (West Oahu) for example, which is home to the largest Native Hawaiian
population in the state, there are high rates of unemployment and high rates of poverty (see
USCB 2019; Hawaii Health Matters, 2021). Groups living in economically depressed areas
frequently have unequal access to healthy and culturally-appropriate foods, with such income
insecurity linked to both food insecurity and negative public health outcomes (see Weaver and
Fasel 2014; Keith-Jennings et al., 2019; Look et al., 2020; Pruitt et al., 2021). The needs of those
living in Hawaiʻi are economically and socially unique and culturally specific. Without taking into
account the systemic causes of food insecurity as well as the unique culture and demographic
context, vulnerable populations in Hawaiʻi will continue to be basic needs and food insecure
and malnourished despite emergency food donations (Look et al., 2020).
II. Climate change
It was the view of the interview subjects that, although Hawaiʻi continues to experience the
significant economic and food insecurity effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, natural and humancaused disasters could significantly exacerbate the acute rate of food insecurity and hunger in
the state (see HIEMA 2019). However, until very recently (see Hawaii Climate Commission
2021), there have been few proactive and systemic efforts advanced to protect Hawaiʻi
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agriculture and the larger food supply and distribution system against the anticipated and
varied impacts of anthropogenic climate change and other disturbances (see HIEMA 2019;
Binns et al., 2021). Without such advance planning, severe weather remains a threat to
Hawaiʻi’s food supply and farmers’ livelihoods.
A commonly held misperception, identified by the interview subjects, was that simply
expanding local agriculture and the in-state food supply will lead directly to a decrease in
household food insecurity. This “fiddling with supply and demand levers will not... accomplish
what we’re trying to do,” one interview subject stated. According to several interview subjects,
and as established in the research, increasing local food production without addressing
household poverty will not reduce food insecurity (see Ahn & Noorwood, 2020). Though local
food can be produced with the intention of being consumed by Hawaiʻi residents, this may not
occur, often due to higher costs of local foods when compared to imports (see Khan et al.,
2019) and other factors.
There is also Hawaiʻi’s high cost of production and reliance on petroleum and petroleum-based
products. According to multiple interview subjects, farmers’ reliance on petroleum significantly
increases the cost of producing food. The heavy machinery, fertilizers that are shipped in, and
other inputs are making the energy costs of growing food very expensive. Interview subjects
believed that the higher cost of production causes Hawaiʻi farmers to resort to selling their
products to higher-end markets such as Whole Foods or Kahala Market which may limit access
by local families.
III. Limited data on food security
Interview subjects reported being frustrated because some food banks had to begin compiling
their own food insecurity data which were not matching up with state (Dept. of Health)
assessments of household food insecurity. According to participants, there is insufficient
tracking of data related to both local food production and household food insecurity in the
state. The state of Hawaiʻi may have set the goal of doubling local food production and
consumption, yet no data is being regularly tracked to accurately measure this.5 Similarly, food
banks rely on federal funding to support their operations, but funding depends on the
availability of accurate household food insecurity data (see Loke and Leung, 2013; Hawaii
Health Matters, 2021). This lack of accurate data on food insecurity in the state prevents these
emergency food organizations from receiving the funding they need.6

5

Only recently is local food production being tracked (periodically) by the Aloha+ Change and Hawaii Green
Growth Dashboard: https://alohachallenge.hawaii.gov/. Measuring and tracking household food insecurity by
the USDA Economic Research Service is conducted annually however this federal data varies considerably to
that gathered periodically by the HDOH.
6
Measuring and tracking household food insecurity by the USDA Economic Research Service is conducted
annually however this federal data varies considerably to that gathered periodically by the HDOH.
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IV. Lack of public education, biosecurity programing and integrated state food and agriculture
policies
Another risk to household food security is the lack of health, food, and nutrition education
available to the community at all age levels. It was the view of the interview participants that
even if we can provide access to food, if people are not equipped with the time, food
preparation skills, or information on high quality foods to purchase, then food security and
malnutrition will remain a problem. Moreover, several participants also signaled a need, more
broadly, for more integrated policies overall on food and agriculture.
It was the view of multiple participants, that without sufficient financial and technical
resourcing for enhanced biosecurity, there is limited protection against introduced pests and
diseases which can cause the loss of production of food grown in Hawaiʻi. They believed that
there is not enough support from the Hawaiʻi State Department of Agriculture (HDOA) or
College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resources at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa
(CTAHR) to support the biosecurity of food coming into the state.

4.2 Key Points of Food System Vulnerability Revealed by the Acute
Crises of the COVID-19 Pandemic
Points of vulnerability are also directly related to the threats and risks interviewees highlighted
concerning Hawaiʻiʻs food system. These points of vulnerability include: the “just-in-time”
economic system; inadequate social safety nets; food supply chain limitations; and vulnerable
and inadequate food storage infrastructure.
I. The “just-in-time” economic system of Hawaiʻi
Interview subjects reported that the overwhelming dependency on a single point of import
infrastructure (i.e., the Port of Honolulu) leaves Hawaiʻi vulnerable to community-level food
insecurity. Hawaiʻi has an on-demand economy, meaning that consumer needs are satisfied
only through the ongoing purchase of goods and services resulting in a lack of surplus food (and
other) inventory within the state at any given time. This leaves our food system and our entire
community vulnerable to food insecurity in the instance where there is a disruption to the
normal supply and demand (see HIEMA 2019). During the COVID-19 pandemic, Hawaiʻi’s food
system struggled to both import and distribute adequate amounts of food, especially to people
in need.
Interview participants pointed out that the state’s over-reliance on tourism was abundantly
evident after the state shut down the visitor industry during the early stages of the pandemic.
Due to a lack of economic diversity in the state, many people, including farmers, rely solely on
the income and demand for products generated through tourism. For example, the main
markets for macadamia nut and pineapple producers in the state are tourists, and many others
who work in the visitor industry were unemployed for months. This lack of economic diversity

15

in the state left a large percentage of the population7 without a job and adequate income to
access adequate amounts of food.8
II. Inadequate social safety nets
Interviewees reported that with the closure of public schools across Hawaiʻi due to the COVID19 pandemic, a large population of children and teens were without access to daily meals they
would normally receive during the school day. Those students who were already at risk for food
insecurity, specifically those on free and reduced lunch9, were suddenly without access to
adequate amounts of food. The fact that many children were no longer getting most of their
nutrition at school, became a key point of vulnerability during the pandemic. These children,
along with their families, suddenly had a higher risk of food insecurity.10 Public schools across
Hawaiʻi responded by serving free “grab-and-go” meals to all students through May 28, 2021,
after the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) extended funding for the program.11
The inadequate scale and organization of social safety net programs like SNAP, SNAPEd, school
breakfast, lunch, and snack programs, WIC, and other federal nutrition programs were also
identified by interviewees as an area of vulnerability within our food system. They discussed
the “fracturing” of these programs among the state, county, and private sectors. All these
programs are run by different agencies and people, making the application process and the
sorting of these applications time-consuming, difficult and confusing. Access for those who
already receive these types of nutrition assistance also becomes difficult when run by many
different entities, decreasing its effectiveness in reducing food insecurity.12
III. Food supply chains limitations
As outlined by research participants, the on-demand economy also relies on long supply chains,
which potentially offer more opportunities for disruption. Additionally, it was highlighted that
given Hawaiʻi’s dependence on externally produced food supplies, major disruptions, such as
the pandemic, leave Hawaiʻi vulnerable to shortages of basic items.
7

Hirenet Hawaii 2021: Labor Force and Unemployment Rates. Current and Historical Labor Force Estimates &
Unemployment Rates.
8
Pruitt, A. S., Zhang, W., Wu, Y., Bird, O., Nakamura, B. & Barile, J. P. (2021). Addressing Hunger & Food
Insecurity among Hawaiʻi’s Families. Prepared for the College of Social Sciences, UH Mānoa and First Insurance
Company of Hawaiʻi, Honolulu, H.I.
9
https://www.hawaiipublicschools.org/TeachingAndLearning/HealthAndNutrition/StudentHealthResources/Pa
ges/FreeReducedLunch.aspx
10
https://www.staradvertiser.com/2020/12/14/breaking-news/free-grab-and-go-meals-for-kids-extendedthrough-june-at-hawaii-public-schools/
11
https://www.hawaiipublicschools.org/ConnectWithUs/MediaRoom/PressReleases/Pages/Grab-and-Go-Fall2020.aspx
12
This issue has also been documented in the academic literature. See: Balasuriya, L., Berkowitz, S. A., &
Seligman, H. K. (2021). Federal Nutrition Programs after the Pandemic: Learning from P-EBT and SNAP to
Create the Next Generation of Food Safety Net Programs. INQUIRY: The Journal of Health Care, Organization,
Provision, and Financing.
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Disruptions to our food supply chains are not limited to imported resources. According to
interview participants, during the pandemic large commercial farming operators operating in
Hawaiʻi lost their usual wholesale restaurant clients due to the halt in tourism. These larger
operators compensated by pursuing direct consumer outlets at a range of food distribution
sites. This forced smallholder producers who typically sell to the direct consumer market to
compete with larger operations with more resources. There were local farmers who were also
catering to restaurants, and when these supply chains dried up, their ability to pivot from food
production for wholesale and retail markets to emergency food relief largely determined their
economic fate. These fragile supply chains and shifting market circumstances proved to be a
significant vulnerability for small farmers during the pandemic.
IV. Vulnerable and inadequate food storage infrastructure
Another issue that was brought up frequently among interviewees was Hawaiʻi’s lack of
strategic commercial and emergency food storage capacity. The single point of importation
being the Port of Honolulu leaves the state of Hawaiʻi even more vulnerable in the case of a
catastrophic event that would reduce or eliminate the ability to utilize the Port for an extended
period of time (see HI-EMA 2019). Without surplus food storage, the statewide food supply
would dwindle very rapidly. In just four days without importation from the Port of Honolulu,
the Hawaiʻi food supply will be reduced to 40% of the total market capacity; four to six weeks
without importation and people will start suffering from hunger during the second week.
Importing a staggering 3,000 tons of food per day, the Port of Honolulu remains the most
vulnerable physical infrastructural aspect of the food system of Hawaiʻi (see HI-EMA 2019).
Building food system resilience through enhanced functional redundancy in the Hawaiʻi food
supply via household, commercial and emergency food storage was identified as a key priority.

4.3 Gaps and Innovations in the Emergency Food System
One of the main findings to emerge from the informant interviews has been both the precarity
(gaps) and the resiliency (innovations) of the emergency food system and specifically
private/nonprofit feeding networks. Identified gaps include the financial and labor precarity of
the emergency feeding system and geographic inequalities affecting access to emergency food
distributions. Identified innovations include creating new architecture and partnerships
amongst stakeholders, expansion of pre-existing infrastructure and policies, and refining of
emergency food planning and operations.
I. Gap: The precarity of nonprofit organizations serving as key elements of emergency feeding
system
Nonprofit food banks do not generally receive major government support, creating
vulnerabilities when these entities are tasked as the principal responders to disasters and
shocks. On the one hand, nonprofit food banks reported facing the same supply pressures as
commercial operators and consumers in terms of delayed mainland supply chains, but on the
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other hand, they also faced additional hurdles related to how they sourced food, often
competing against one another, or with other entities for the same food resources. According
to interview subjects, this was also challenging in relation to USDA food supplies, as Hawaiʻi
was considered at the end of U.S. continental supply chains and thus food resources were
often exhausted by the time they reached west coast suppliers.
Other community food provisioning actors spoke of a general difficulty securing resources to
pay people to adequately staff emergency feeding operations -- in the words of one provider
“resources to get people back to work as part of the solution.” Many of these emergency food
and feeding networks rely on unpaid volunteer work through community and faith-based
organizations. This largely volunteer workforce includes many older women who represent the
backbone of many of these feeding operations. This raises a broader question about whose
labor is being used and the risks being borne by kupuna (elders) and others in the community in
filling the essential roles in the emergency food system.
II. Gap: Inequalities affect access to food distributions
Geographic discrepancies in the quality of emergency food resources distributed. Informants
also spoke of geographic inequalities in terms of the quality of emergency food resources
distributed, with higher quality and local food (e.g., grass-fed beef) going to more Honolulucentered distribution points, and rural Oʻahu residents (especially the West Side of Oʻahu) not
able to access these foods. This pattern of distribution sits alongside the poor quality and
processed food donations to food banks generally.
Transportation also emerged as a major issue impeding an effective emergency feed system
across the state. Key issues raised by the informants included the distance and cost of food
transport, especially for rural areas, as well as potential bottlenecks resulting from port failures
(see section 4.3 above on threats). The Inflexibility in government contracts was also raised as
a key food transportation and access issue, where reportedly school buses, for example, could
not be contracted to deliver food to families in need. This resulted in some families needing to
face the choice of spending limited money on transport (gas) - to travel long distances to
access food. This was reported as one of the most important issues facing low-income and rural
populations on Hawai’i Island and West Oʻahu, for example.
Interview participants highlighted several opportunities for innovation and collaboration
toward creating a more resilient and equitable food system in Hawaiʻi:
III. Innovation: New architecture and social relationships created through the current crisis
New relationships and architecture have been implemented as a result of COVID-19 which will
shape emergency feeding in the state going forward. For example, the City and County of
Honolulu, have established a phone tree as part of an emergency food plan and established a
professional relationship with the Hawaiʻi FoodService Alliance (HFA) in order to facilitate
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emergency feeding operations. Moving forward, the focus for innovation in Hawaiʻi’s food
system will be developing more such actionable steps forward by addressing how private
companies, NGOs, counties, and state emergency management agencies can formally partner
in building new food system resilience and equity protocols.
According to interviewees, the impacts of COVID-19 on the food system also illustrated the
need to focus on supporting local agriculture and small farmers as part of economic recovery
and feeding those in need. Since April of 2020, for example, the Hawaiʻi Food Bank has been
focusing on local produce purchasing. “We went from spending $400,000 to 11.5 million
dollars. And that’s not just produce. Well over a million dollars was spent on local produce”
during the pandemic. The Hawaiʻi Food Bank has been building this purchasing relationship
with the Hawaiʻi Farm Bureau and will continue purchasing from local growers in the future.
Interviewees expressed that local food purchasing is intended to support local farms and
increase access to healthy food products for The Hawaiʻi Food Bank and its clients, “Not only is
it healthy, but it’s food that our clients are familiar with. I think for us, we all really see the
value in continuing to support each other. For some of the farms that we’ve been working with,
the Kupuna Fresh bags have also been expedited during COVID-19. By supporting local farmers,
we’re supporting them to hire more people who are potentially out of work. Then you have
potentially one less person who doesn’t need food bank services.”
IV. Innovation: Expansion of pre-existing infrastructure, human resources and policies have
been given increased support
Interview subjects stated that the expansion of County Food Access Coordinator positions
supported by the Hawaiʻi Department of Health (HDOH) has been a significant step forward in
elevating the human resource capacity to assist with emergency food access and food system
planning on each island. Having a West Side Farm-to-school Coordinator funded by the
Department of Health and a Food Access Coordinator in Waiʻanae was another such valuable
new asset. In addition, the creation of a Food Access coordinator position has been created
within the City and County of Honolulu (Office of Climate Change, Sustainability and Resilience)
along with a Food Security and Sustainability Program. According to informants, the City of
Honolulu has defined a range of food system priorities and is willing to move rapidly to advance
this work. Throughout the pandemic, food hubs around the state also grew exponentially
(Fardkhales and Lincoln, 2021). As counties are forming their strategies, food hubs will be a key
lever in increasing and assisting farmers. Community supported agriculture (CSA) also received
a boost during the pandemic.
According to informants, Hawaiʻi farmers statewide must go through tedious regulatory steps
to obtain their certificates, food safety permits, learn how to navigate markets, and ultimately
confront the daily challenges of farming. Interviewees expressed hope that increasing political
will and subsidies for local farmers can help alleviate that pressure. A specific recommendation
was made that farmers need more technical support and guidance on how to make contracts
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with local grocery stores. Supportive policy and strong political will are key ingredients to
supporting farmers and Hawaiʻi’s food system resiliency.
V. Innovation: Emergency food planning, awareness, and operations being developed and
refined
According to interview participants, local food banks are developing a greater understanding of
sourcing previously untapped resources such as fresh produce and foods sourced from local
providers. Before the pandemic, food banks were much less likely to purchase leafy greens
from local farmers given storage challenges. It was also reported that when food banks receive
grant funding for emergency food programs, they were limited as they were unable to purchase
value-added products. Smaller communities may also have been advantaged in terms of being
able to quickly and effectively assess what community and food resources were available and
needed during the pandemic. Organizations such as Sustainable Moloka’i, for example,
supported communities through a mobile food hub, farmer's market and “grab-and-go meals”
available for public school students. At the same time, historically higher unemployment rates
on Moloka’i and Lana ’i were worsened by COVID-19 related shutdowns and food distribution
sites were limited.

4.4 Factors and Groups Affected by Food Security during COVID-19
According to the interview subjects, there were both established patterns and new trends in
terms of who was most affected by food insecurity during the pandemic. Specific factors
identified by informants affecting which groups experienced food insecurity related to:
- Geography: Specific geographic communities were highly impacted, especially lowincome and rural areas, such as those along the Waiʻanae Coast and in the Kaʻu district
of Hawaiʻi.
- Income: Low-income residents were particularly affected, especially those falling
through gaps in the patchwork of government social safety nets and poverty and food
support programs. Informants also described the effects on “those on the edge” of
poverty or “hanging right above [the] poverty line but [who are] ineligible for ALICE”,
those that may qualify for SNAP …. but are still food insecure.” Such designations also
highlight the inadequate patchwork of government poverty support programs aimed at
addressing food insecurity.
- Race/ethnicity: Additionally, participants highlighted that people and communities of
color, including Native Hawaiians, tend to be the most impacted by food inequalities
and insecurities, especially lack of healthful and culturally relevant food options due to
systemic racism and structural inequalities.13
- Age: Seniors, as well as youth (primary, secondary and college students) were also
negatively affected by the pandemic. Senior citizens and youth (students) were two
age cohorts brought up by interview participants as particularly impacted by the
pandemic. Seniors’ lower incomes, isolation and restricted mobility were all factors
13

This view is supported by the scientific literature on Native Hawaiian Health. See Look et al. 2020 for more.
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affecting their food access. Families with children and students on scholarships that rely
on subsidized food/lunch programs were negatively affected by school closures.
Unemployment status: In terms of unemployment, interviews with food banks/service
providers reported that unemployed and furloughed workers of all kinds were their
primary clients. They recounted the addition of “solid working/middle-class families” to
their ranks, based on layoffs and furloughs, essential and frontline workers whose hours
or pay had been cut, and many first-time food bank users, including “regular folks” with
previously “really great jobs.” In the case of the Hawaiʻi Food Basket, it was estimated
that an 85% average of those utilizing their main family food drop program are those
that have lost their jobs due to the pandemic and/or are furloughed.
Other factors of social marginalization: Factors that were not specifically mentioned
but could reasonably be expected to shape-changing dynamics of food insecurity related
to the pandemic and beyond relating to immigration status, gender, houselessness, and
other factors of social marginalization (see O'Hara & Toussaint 2021).

4.5 Visions - How to Ensure Food Security and Resilience in the Future
Recommendations by interviewees include a summary of actionable steps that were suggested
at different levels of government, in emergency planning and preparedness and in the
agricultural sector in Hawaiʻi. These included broad recommendations aimed at better
balancing the economic system and redistributing wealth while also investing in community-led
solutions while also improving entitlements and state assistance. At more local levels,
integrating food and agriculture topics into public education and awareness was seen as key, as
were promoting sustainable farming practices, strengthening the local food system and unique
value-added products associated with Hawai’i. At the level of infrastructure, developing
alternate ports and expanding food storage infrastructure were highlighted as critical
interventions in withstanding future crises.
- Redistribute wealth through progressive taxation, enhanced minimum wage and
investments in local food and agriculture: Informants mentioned the need for increasing
the purchasing power of low-income families generally, increased minimum wage,
increased subsidies for local agriculture, enhanced business training and market
coordination for local farmers, and the need for improved profit margins between
farmers and distributors.
- Invest in community solutions, such as community resilience hubs: Community
solutions involving state, county, private organizations, and farmers that improve the
regulatory processes, licensing, and requirements for farmers are needed. This included
improving processes for farmers to meet food safety requirements so they can develop
relationships, consistent markets, and business partnerships with local grocers.
- Improve food distribution processes and infrastructure. Currently, the State of Hawaiʻi
does not have capacity to reach and store food in ways that reach those most in need.
Informants highlighted the needs for resilience hubs -- community centers or focal
points during emergencies which could contain food storage and distribution facilities.
These are especially critical in more isolated geographic area (e.g., Oʻahu West and
North shores).
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Bolster entitlement programs and state assistance: Expanding entitlement programs
and ensuring that those eligible are aware and able access these programs and
improving the effectiveness and reach of state assistance programs were also seen as
pivotal shifts needed to support increased food security.
Integrate food and agriculture into educational programs: Increase educational
programming at all levels (K-12, postsecondary institutions, trade schools, continuing
education programs) to increase awareness of local food systems.
Encourage sustainable farming practices that sustain and restore land in order to
conserve resources, address climate change as well as safeguard human and ecological
health.
Strengthen value-added possibilities to properly advantage local producers. For
Farmers to be competitive, value-added processing and packaging facilities are needed
to enable farmers to brand and market their products.
Develop alternate ports and food storage infrastructure, requiring significant
investment by the state and private sector alike.

4.6 Opportunities for collaboration
Based on the interviews conducted, leaders in the food system often stated that opportunities
to improve the resilience of the food system involved developing community-based policies,
diversifying critical infrastructure, and creating new and innovative food programs. In terms of
opportunities and potential for collaboration, informants also mentioned ways of better
addressing community needs and improving coordination between key food system actors.
I. Better address community needs by developing policies that focus on specific communities
rather than general state perceptions.
Enhanced collaboration to improve food system resilience and equity may also require shifts in
perspectives, thinking of food not only in terms of food security or production metrics, but
where food is the basis for community connections, health, and wellbeing. This involves
advocating for local farmers and the food they grow, prioritizing the involvement of local
leaders in the development of plans for the community. Communities also deserve contextspecific information and analysis to inform their decision-making. Oftentimes, consultants are
brought in from outside of Hawaiʻi to develop these plans. One informant called for “prioritizing
local facilitators, local planners, and writers…” Policies that encourage the involvement of
community members in the planning process are also critical, especially in places that serve
simultaneously as food basket and food desert, such as Waiʻanae, for example, where local
produce is not found predominantly in local grocery stores. Properly resourcing local food
system leaders is also key.
II. Improving coordination amongst food system actors generally and in relation to
emergencies in particular
This includes diversifying the food system to not just include local food but making better
connections between state, private, and nonprofit organizations and utilizing market space left
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open by the tourism industry. Creating a more organized, collaborative, and diversified
infrastructure will prevent lapses in food provisioning in future emergencies. A diversified food
system is therefore an opportunity to ensure food from multiple sources, including imports, in
a time when one source may be disconnected. More collaboration between government,
private, and the nonprofit sectors and counties could enhance efficiency in emergency
response efforts. Though many programs were introduced in response to the pandemic, several
interviews felt that duplication and replication could have been reduced through better
coordination.
III. Programs to promote food security, resiliency, and equity during emergencies.
Programs that focus on longer term resiliency, and equity (III) were also highlighted as critical
in addressing shorter-term events and crises. Specifically, resilience hubs or community food
centers can provide a range of services, from assistance with education to the distribution of
meals. Community food centers can provide gardening opportunities, farmers markets, and
emergency food options.

4.7 Summary of Themes Across Key Findings
Across the findings areas, several cross-cutting themes have re-occurred including: (1) Issues
related to underlying systems and systemic change, especially related to the economy and
environment/climate, which shape the food system; (2) Infrastructural dynamics concerned
with the building blocks -- physical and social -- of localized production-consumption networks;
(3) The importance of centering the voices, views, and needs of marginalized communities and
individuals living with food and economic insecurity within the food system transformation
work; (4)The importance of investing in long-term solutions emanating from those same
communities and embedded in historic knowledge, place, and relationships.

6. Recommendations
The following recommendations are distilled and adapted from the previous discussion on
findings. These can feed into ongoing work on promising practices in food system planning and
design (see Annex E). They relate to 6 main areas: Systemic Transformation, Food System
Policies, Programs/Investments, Coordination Mechanisms, and Community Engagement.
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These are organized along broad, headline recommendations with additional (but not
comprehensive) detail included below.
Area

Recommendation

Options/Examples

Links to Established Practice

Systemic
Transformation

Commit to longterm perspectives
on transformation
and organize for
system change.
Epistemic shifts
focusing on food
system
transformation are
needed.

- Center the voices and
experiences of those
experiencing food insecurity
and multiple oppressions.
- Support Native Hawaiian
leadership via land
restoration and stewardship
frameworks (aloha ‘aina),
where food is key to
community relationships,
health and wellbeing (‘ai
pono, food as medicine).
- Create space for value and
exchange of practices and
knowledge brought by
immigrant communities on
historic practices that
ensure food security,
equitable distribution, and
community building.

These link to important
considerations highlighted in
studies of equitable food
system change, movement
building and intersectional
food justice initiatives.

Food System
Policies

Organize/build
coalitions for
underlying systems
change, reducing
economic
inequalities and
strengthening
social safety nets,
including food
system dimensions
(e.g., broadening
eligibility for SNAP)

- Improve and ensure
disaggregated data (e.g.,
race, geography, gender,
age +) and robust,
participatory needs
assessments on food
security to inform policy
making.
- Dramatically improve the
emergency food system
through:
a. bottom-up,
community-driven
emergency planning
that mainstreams
equity and resiliency
considerations
throughout;

Best practices in food
system planning and
integrated food policy
making for developing
community-based food
systems.

Develop bottomup, communityinformed, and
comprehensive
food and
agriculture policies
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on food security,
resiliency, and
equity (Food
System Policies).

b. adequately
resourcing broadbased convenings of
emergency food
system actors and;
c. adapting/clarifying
state-non-profitprivate collaboration
to ensure maximum
community impact
and flexibility (e.g.,
redirect
public/contracted
transportation to
transport food to
students and seniors
during school
closures/emergenci
es, rather than
expecting private
transportation to
enable residents to
reach given social
and climate
implications).
d. Include the whole
food chain, not just
from points of
emergency food
distribution as
“consumption” but
the range of labor
inputs materially
required to feed
people
(transportation,
access, at-home
preparation).
e. Field test emergency
response scenarios
in situ and with
multiple
stakeholders.
f. Ensure food and
agriculture policy
goals are
crosswalked to
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other policy areas
(e.g., education,
social services, and
other areas of
complementary
policies).
Food system
infrastructure

Invest in local and
global food system
infrastructure
connected to
food/resilience
hubs/community
food centers as
well as importation
infrastructure.

- Developing alternative
entry ports and expanded
food storage facilities.

Such a strategy is consistent
with the analysis and
priorities identified through
prior food system
assessments of Hawaii, the
Hawaii Climate Commission
Working Paper on Climate
Change Adaptation and
Mitigation, and the Critical
Systems Assessments of the
Hawaii Emergency
Management Agency
(HIEMA).

Resource
Coordination
Mechanisms

Resource state-led
coordination
mechanisms as
well as
community-led
coalitions for
systems change

- Expanded state-wide
coordination mechanisms in
emergencies and beyond.

Consistent with national
best practices for food
system planning for
resilience and equity.

1.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has spotlighted the limitations of the accepted status quo of the
Hawaiʻi food system. It has also highlighted the importance of deepening investments in
alternative pathways and food system transformation. Key informant interviews, while a small
portion of this overall picture, provide views from elite stakeholders active in shaping and
leading change. The picture that these conversations have painted highlights innovations,
resiliency, and deep commitment -communities mobilizing mutual aid, longstanding
relationships to food and land sustained through community ties and new and innovative
collaborations working toward food system transformation. At the same time, the backdrop for
these bright spots is nevertheless a food system in a state of emergency -- and an emergency
food system in crisis. This is not to focus exclusively on deficits but is meant to highlight the
urgency of addressing where and how this patchwork of policies, programs, and networks
systematically let those most marginalized fall through the cracks.
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Another kind of accounting could assess the food system assets and services subsidized by
communities -- whether through the work of maintaining relationships to and knowledge of the
land, through unfairly discounted labor in food chains, or through unpaid work in homes in the
last inches of the food supply chain. Within the emergency food system volunteers -- from
faith-based and community organizations, many of whom are elders and elder women -- are
pivotal to the functioning of the nonprofit/privatized food bank system upon which the state
relies for emergency feeding. Such examples raise questions like those outlined at the
beginning of this report about what forms of adversity people are being asked to endure in the
name of resiliency and whose collective, emotional and physical labor subsidizes food system
business as usual. In addition to the concrete recommendations outlined in the preceding
section, consideration of power relations and harm are therefore useful and necessary
discussion points for assessing the unequal distribution of vulnerability (risk) and resiliency
(responsibility) in relation to food system transformation.
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Annexes
Annex A: Additional Resources
Sustainable Molokai Webinar https://youtu.be/abVV2iq4Xu8
● The American Planning Association (APA): Food Systems
● The American Planning Association (APA) Policy Guide on Community and Regional Food
Planning
● Global Alliance for the Future of Food (2020). Systemic Solutions for Healthy Food Systems: A
guide to government action.
● Mui, Y., Khojasteh, M., Judelsohn, A., Sirwatka, A., Kelly, S., Gooch, P., & Raja, S. (2020). Planning
for Regional Food Equity. Journal of the American Planning Association, 1-16.
● IPES food 2021 | A Long Food Movement: Transforming Food Systems by 2045
● Hodgson, K. (2012). Planning for food access and community-based food systems. US: American
Planning Association.
● Eating, F. H. (2008). A Planners Guide to Community and Regional Food Planning.
● Food System Resilience: Johns Hopkins University
● Growing Food Connections: The State of Food Systems Planning in the US.
● Growing Food Connections: Community Food Systems Planning
● Lessons from a Food System Plan: “Our County Did a Lot Right”
● Good Food for All Agenda (2010): Creating a New Regional Food System for Los Angeles
● The Updated Good Food For All Agenda (2017)
● Strengthening Food System Resilience: Johns Hopkins University
● Food Forward NYC: A 10-Year Food Policy Plan
● “Thriving Together” Springboard Report by CDC Foundation and Well Being Trust, with a Deep
Dive on Food Systems.
● Reset the Table: Meeting the Moment to Transform the U.S. Food System by the Rockefeller
Foundation.
● The C40 Knowledge Hub: Strategies Toward Sustainable Food Systems
● Bringing the Good Food Purchasing Program to New York City: Barriers and Facilitators for Select
Institutions by CUNY Graduate School of Public Health & Health Policy, CUNY Urban Food Policy
Institute (2019)
● Berkeley Food Institute: Food Policy
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Annex B: List of interviewees
Marielle Terbio

Hawai'i Food Bank

Director of Community Engagement
and Advocacy

Alicia Higa & Moulika Ann Hitchens Waiʻanae Coast Comprehensive
Health Center

Alicia: Director of Health Promotion-- Moulika: Community Food Systems
Manager

Daniella Kittinger

Hawaiʻi Appleseed

Director of Anti-Hunger Initiatives

Sarah Freeman

County of Hawaiʻi

Food Access Coordinator

David Lopez

Hawaiʻi Emergency Management
Agency

State Executive Officer

Hunter Heaivilin

Supersistence

Director

Kristin Albrecht

Food Basket, Hawaiʻi Island's Food
Bank

Executive Director

Dr. Kealoha Fox

AohaCare

Native Hawaiian Liaison

Hawaiʻi Public Institute

Healthy Eating, Active Living
Coalition Coordinator

Tammy Brunelle

Department of Health

SNAP ED Coordinator

Dennis Flemming

Hamakua Institute

Executive Director

Dexter Kishida

City and County of Honolulu

Food Security and Sustainability
Manager

Kaiulani Odom

Roots Kalihi

Roots Project Director

Chad Buck

Hawaiʻi FoodService Alliance (HFSA)

Commercial food sector

Harmony

Sustainable Molokai

Dexter Kishida

City and County of Honolulu

Lauren Loor

Food Security & Sustainability
Manager

Annex C: Interview Questions
1. Can you tell us a little bit about your work.

2. In your view, what are the key threats and risks affecting food security in Hawai’i? What risks are
you tracking in relation to the economic system, climate change etc.
31

3. What key points of food system vulnerability -- existing and new -- have been exposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic?

4. What has been your experience with the emergency food system in Hawaiʻi? What gaps have
you seen? Any innovations or positive responses during the COVID-19 pandemic? (could be
state, non-profit, community etc.).

5. Based on the work you do, who/which groups in Hawaiʻi are most likely to experience food
insecurity? Why? And has this changed at all during COVID?

6. What is needed to ensure individual and household food security for Hawaiʻi residents?

7. What opportunities or collaborations are needed to build a more resilient and equitable food
system?

8. Is there anyone else you suggest we speak with?

Annex D: List of terms
Table 1. Key Terms & Definitions
Food security

When all people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic access to
sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their food preferences and
dietary needs for an active and healthy life (IFPRI 2019; FAO 2020).
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High food
security

No reported indications of food-access problems or limitations (USDA ERS
2019).

Low food
security

A household-level economic and social condition of limited or uncertain
access to adequate food. Reports of reduced quality, variety, or
desirability of diet. Little or no indication of reduced food intake (USDA
ERS 2019).

Very low food
security

Reports of multiple indications of disrupted eating patterns and reduced
food intake (i.e. food insecurity with hunger) (USDA ERS 2019). Hunger is
an individual-level physiological condition that may result from very low
food insecurity (USDA ERS 2019).

Vulnerability

The likelihood that, at a given time in the future, an individual will have a
level of welfare below some norm or benchmark (Harris et al. 2019).

Community food
security

Community food security is a situation in which all community residents
obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a
sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance and
social justice (Pothukuchi 2004).

Resilience

The ability of a system to prepare for, resist, and recover from adverse
situations (Chodur et al. 2018). The ability to prevent disasters and crises
as well as to anticipate, absorb, accommodate or recover from them in a
timely, efficient and sustainable manner (FAO 2020).

Food system
resilience

The capacity over time of a food system to provide sufficient, appropriate
and accessible food to all in the face of various biophysical, social or
economic disturbances (Tendall et al. 2015; Schipanski et al. 2016; Chodur
et al. 2018; FAO 2020).

Food justice

A food systems framework and social movement that attempts to ensure
that the benefits and risks of how food is grown and processed,
transported, distributed, and consumed are shared equitably by society
(Gottlieb & Joshi 2010; Alkon and Agyeman 2011).

Social equity

Justice and fairness in governance, taking into account historical and
current inequalities among groups (Gooden 2015).

Food system
equity

A goal, outcome or condition of the food system where the benefits and
risks of how food is grown and processed, transported, distributed, and
consumed are shared equitably by society (Allen 2010; Gottlieb & Joshi
2010; Alkon and Agyeman 2011; Smith 2019).
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Food
Sovereignty

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally
appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable
methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems.
It puts the aspirations and needs of those who produce, distribute and
consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the
demands of markets and corporations (Declaration of Nyéléni 2007).
Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own food and
agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic agricultural production and
trade in order to achieve sustainable development objectives; to
determine the extent to which they want to be self-reliant; to restrict the
dumping of products in their markets; and to provide local fisheries-based
communities the priority in managing the use of and the rights to aquatic
resources. Food sovereignty does not negate trade, but rather, it
promotes the formulation of trade policies and practices that serve the
rights of peoples to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable production
(Patel 2009).

Annex E. Strategies for Promoting Food System Resilience & Equity in Hawai‘i
from NATURE-BASED RESILIENCE AND ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE CHANGE IN HAWAIʻI: A Climate
Ready Hawaiʻi Working Paper.
Strategy
Research systemic
risks/ points of
vulnerability to
household food
insecurity in
Hawaiʻi

Actionable Steps
●

●

Identify, assess and measure the key food system vulnerabilities
with respect to severe weather events and longer-term climate
change impacts on critical systems infrastructure.
Utilize data to inform the development of an Integrated State
Food Policy and food system resilience planning process (below).
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Draft
comprehensive
vision and action
plan for the
state to meet
UN SDGs by
2030.

●

Develop Food
System Resilience
and Equity Plan for
the State of Hawaiʻi

●

Develop a food system resilience and equity plan for the state of
Hawaiʻi to implement in coordination with key
state/city/county/federal emergency agencies, NGOs and private
sector actors (e.g. commercial food distributors).

Scaffold
complementary
professional food
system resilience
human resource
planning and
program staff across
the state

●
●

Fund and position and emergency food planner at HIEMA;
Establish food system planning position in the State of Hawaiʻi
Office of Planning;
Permanent State and/or County funding for County Food
Access Coordinators
Argument scope of Hawaiʻi Climate Commission to include the
additional category of the “Hawaiʻi Food System” become andlike energy, water, transportation, infrastructure, etc. in the
overall body of work done by the Hawaiʻi Climate Commission

Increase In-State
Commercial Food
Storage Articulated
with Hawaiʻi
Emergency
Management
Agencies (City/Co.
State/FEMA)

●

●

●
●

●

●

Draft a comprehensive vision and action plan for the food system
in Hawaiʻi to meet the UN SDGs, state sustainability goals, and
climate change adaptation and mitigation goals by 2030.
Develop an Integrated Food Policy framework for advancing food
system sustainability, resilience and public health based on the
vision and action plan for food system transformation.

Increase quantity of in-state storage of critical/emergency foods
in commercial/private and government-held food reserves via
Public Private Partnerships (PPP).
Incentivize commercial food distributors to hold larger volumes
of non-perishable staple and emergency foods on each island
via PPPs.
Articulate emergency food plans involving commercial food
distributors and city, county, state and federal Emergency
Management Agencies through Public Private Partnerships.
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Plan and build new
infrastructure for
food system
resilience: relocate
commercial food
storage facilities
outside of
inundation zone

●

Encourage/incenti
vize household
storage of staple
and emergency
foods

●

Develop comprehensive outreach, education and financial
incentives programs to achieve the recommended 14-day supply
of food and water for 75% of Hawaiʻi residents.

Increase
purchasing
power of lowincome & food
insecure
communities

●

Increase State Minimum Wage to Living Wage Level: Increase state
minimum wage to estimated living wage of $16.46/hour (for 1
person) for Urban Honolulu to increase purchasing power of lowincome communities.
Increase state, federal and private funds (e.g. private insurance
agencies) available through “Double-Up Food Bucks”
programming to enhance the purchasing power of low-income
community members.14

Research
optimization of
local production
versus food
imports

●

Research
structural
obstacles to
increased food
production in the
state using
conservation/resili
ence building

●

●

●

●

●

Relocate/add commercial food storage facilities outside of
known storm surge/inundation zones.
Incentivize commercial food distributors to hold larger
volumes of non-perishable staple and emergency foods on
each island via PPPs. - Articulate emergency food plans
involving commercial food distributors and city, county, state
and federal Emergency Management Agencies through Public
Private Partnerships.

Conduct social, ecological, economic and cultural costsbenefit analyses to define "optimum" ratio of “local”/in-state
food production to imported commodities to achieve
ecological, social and economic goals simultaneously.
Integrate the defined “optimum” as a state sustainability
planning targets for in- state food production.

Identify key structural obstacles that may prevent local and
diversified production from reaching its “optimum” level.
Increased incentives for conservation planning, farming
system diversification and conservation/resilience building
farming practices

14

Double Up Food Bucks programs have been shown to achieve the following: a. reduces food insecurity; b.
improves dietary behaviors among low-income families; c. supports farmers; d. boosts the local economy.
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farming practices
Incorporate
indigenous food
ways into food
system resilience
planning efforts

●

●

Generate land use ordinances that support the restoration and
scaling of traditional farming practices, aquaculture, fisheries
management and food ways.
Engage Hawaiian academic and practitioner communities in
long-range food system planning efforts.

Assess and quantify
visitor

industry demand
for local and
Hawaiian cultural
foods

●

Develop
institutional
procurement
program for the
purchasing of instate and culturally
produced foods

●

●

Assess and quantify visitor industry demand and support for local,
ecologically sustainable and cultural food production and
consumption.
Develop related indigenous certification, branding campaign and
procurement strategy in collaboration with key visitor industries
and firms.
Develop and implement a “Good Food Purchasing” program and
standards and protocols for the visitor industry and key
institutions in the state of Hawaiʻi.
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Vulnerability &
Resilience in:
Patterns of Food
Insecurity

Points of
Vulnerability
revealed by
COVID-19 crisis

Specific factors & groups
affected by food insecurity
during COVID-19

Gaps &
Innovations

Threats &
Risks

in the emergency
food system

to community and
household food
insecurity

Visions for
the Future

how to ensure food
security and resilience

Hawaii's
Food
System

Opportunities for
Collaboration
Partnerships that
could be formed

Six thematic areas were investigated regarding Hawaii's emergency food response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. These findings are based on interviews from key informants of
Hawaii's food system

Threats & Risks

Points of Vulnerability

Economic inequalities
Climate change effect on Hawaii
agriculture
Limited data regarding food security
and local food production

On demand economy
Inadequate social safety nets
Vulnerable food supply chain
and storage infrastructure

Patterns of Food Insecurity

Geography
Income
Race/ethnicity
Age

Innovations

Gaps

Unemployment
status
Other factors of social
marginalization

Visions for the Future
Redistribution of wealth
Investment in community solutions
Improve state assistance
Integrate food and ag in educational
programs
Encourage organic and sustainable farming
Develop alternate ports
Source

Precarity of nonprofit's role
Geographic
discrepancies in food
access

New relationships
Expansion of preexisting
infrastructure
Refining of
emergency food
plans

Opportunities for
Collaboration
Creation of policies that target specific
communities
Improve coordination among food system
actors
Creation of resilience hubs and community
food centers

Solutions &
Recommendations for:
Getting to the roots of Hawaii's food system issues has
brought to light possible solutions to help Hawaii grow.

Hawaii's
Food
System
Resource
Coordination
Mechanisms

Systemic
Transformation

Food System
Policies

Food System
Infrastructure

Epistemic shifts are needed:
Center the voices of those
facing food insecurity
Support Native Hawaiian
leadership via land
restoration and
stewardship frameworks

Invest in local & global food
system infrastructure that
could benefit Hawaii's food
system:
resiliency hubs, community
food centers, ports, etc.

Develop bottom-up, communityinformed, and comprehensive food and
agriculture policies on food security,
resiliency, and equity
Organize and build coalitions to focus
policies on reducing economic
inequalities and strengthening social
safety nets
Source

Improve the coordination
among leaders of the food
system
Resource coordination
mechanisms for state-led
and community-led
coalitions

