A Jewish Response
To Hunger

June 8, 2026

Kevin Kuczynski

Food and Nutrition Service
U.S. Department of Agriculture
1320 Braddock Place

Floor 4, Suite 4080

Alexandria, VA 22314

Re: USDA Information Collection: Food Price Data Collection in the Non-
Contiguous States and U.S. Territories Study

Dear Kevin Kuczynski,

On behalf of MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger, we appreciate the
opportunity to comment on USDA’s new proposed Information Collection: Food
Price Data Collection in the Non-Contiguous States and U.S. Territories Study.

Inspired by Jewish values and ideals, MAZON is a national advocacy organization
working to end hunger among people of all faiths and backgrounds in the
United States and Israel. For over 40 years, MAZON has been committed to
ensuring that people have access to the resources they need to be able to put
food on the table. MAZON is a leading voice on anti-hunger issues, including
those that have been previously overlooked or under-addressed — this includes
food insecurity among currently-serving military families, veterans, single
mothers, Indigenous communities, immigrants, college students, single
mothers, members of the LGBTQ+ community, and the people of Puerto Rico.

USDA proposes to study food price data in Alaska, Hawai‘i, and U.S. territories
to address gaps in food price data taken from retail scanner data in these states
and territories. This study will identify the prices of food and beverages in the
Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) market basket in these areas and will “explore
development and application of a standardized approach for collecting
sufficiently representative food price data.”?!

The Food Price Data Collection in the Non-Contiguous States and U.S. Territories

Study Is Necessary and Useful

MAZON supports the 2021 TFP update,? which was mandated by the 2018 Farm
Bill* and follows the recommendation by MAZON and others who submitted
comments on the dire need to meaningfully update TFP, which had not been

1 https://www.regulations.gov/document/FNS-2026-0331-0001
2 https://mazon.org/news/mazon statements/mazon-celebrates-usdas-historic-update-

to-snap-benefits-following-decades-of-advocacy/
3 https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2/text
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done in 46 years.* While celebrating the success of the last TFP update, MAZON
acknowledges that the proposed data collection is necessary for proper
performance of USDA’s functions because it will address unique gaps in food
price data in these areas.

For instance, in Alaska, existing retailer scanner data are limited. Aggregated
commercial scanner data do not capture prices in rural Alaska grocery stores.
Fieldwork in the early 1980s calculated price differentials between rural and
urban Alaska and in the decades since, have only been updated for general
inflation. While USDA published updated Thrifty Food Plan cost estimates for
Alaska in 2023, those estimates did not address price differences outside of a
small sample size in Anchorage.

In Hawai‘i, many households rely on smaller retailers and markets that may not
be fully represented in commercial retailer scanner datasets. USDA's 2023
analysis of Thrifty Food Plan costs in Hawai‘i required a distinct methodology
and found food costs substantially different from those in the contiguous
United States, underscoring the limitations of relying solely on retailer scanner
data to reflect food prices across the state.® Continued collection of
representative local price data is necessary to accurately capture Hawai‘i's
diverse food retail environment.

Puerto Rico faces a unique dependence on imports, transportation exposure,
disaster risk, and infrastructure instability that make food prices unique
compared to the contiguous states. Like Alaska and Hawai’i, there are
disparities between cities and rural areas, as well as large retailers versus
smaller stores, which lead to gaps in the scanner data.

Further, cultural food preferences, subsistence foodways, dietary restrictions
and customs, and consumer behavior differ widely in non-contiguous states and
U.S. territories, for example, due to larger populations that may be lactose-
intolerant. Diverse and narrower food choices may result in higher prices.

MAZON agrees with the proposed data collection’s approach of using multiple
data streams, including electronic retailer data, WIC EBT data, web-scraped

data, and in-store surveys to compensate for any single source's coverage gaps.

USDA’s Burden Assessment

MAZON generally supports USDA's burden estimates but notes that the
estimated burden may understate the actual effort required for retailers in rural
and remote communities. Small retailers often operate with limited staff
capacity, irregular hours, and significant logistical constraints. Activities such as

4 https://mazon.org/wp-content/uploads/MAZON-Final-USDA-TFP-comments-

June.30.2021.pdf
5 https://www.fns.usda.gov/cnpp/tfp-akhi
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participation planning, data extraction, provision of scanner data, and follow-up
communications may require substantially more time than estimated for
retailers that lack dedicated administrative personnel or sophisticated point-of-
sale systems. USDA should acknowledge these potential differences and
monitor actual burden during implementation to ensure that rural and remote
retailers are not underrepresented due to participation costs.

Enhancing the Information Collection

MAZON encourages USDA to ensure that the retailers sampled give a full
picture of the geographic, socio-cultural, and other diversities among all non-
contiguous states and U.S. territories. For instance, a sample concentrated in
one city may exacerbate existing data gaps. This must include any off-road
villages, communities, or other remote areas. These are places where people
live and buy food; they are not statistical outliers. They must be counted and
considered.

USDA’s food price data collection should also account for the cost on families
due to spoilage. Spoilage is a persistent and significant challenge for retailers in
these food systems heavily reliant on imports. In Alaska, for example, fresh
foods spoil while airplanes wait on tarmacs while in transit to small villages.
Spoilage impacts consumers too when fresh foods do not last long in the
household causing waste and requiring different and more frequent purchasing
habits that could result in higher prices.

Methodology must account for staffing and infrastructure limitations with rural
retailers. USDA should pursue additional recruitment and outreach efforts to
ensure these perspectives are considered.

USDA must also consider seasonal variances of food price data collection,
particularly in a state like Alaska where food prices may vary by season. A single
point-in-time data collection may not capture annual price ranges. The
methodology should specify the timing of data collection and acknowledge any
seasonal limitations.

USDA must document and publish the full sampling methodology for each of
these states and territories, including how retailers were identified, geographic
distribution of the sample, and any communities or retailer types excluded.
Transparency enables future researchers and policymakers to understand data
context and limitations.

USDA's study/data collection should be intentional about capturing the cost of
culturally appropriate foods, including traditional foods important to Indigenous
populations. For Alaska, this means engaging the Alaska Native Tribal Health
Consortium (ANTHC), Tribal governments, and Alaska Native organizations as
formal outreach and data partners, not just state SNAP and WIC staff. Tribal
entities have direct knowledge of food access conditions and retailer
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relationships in remote communities that state agencies do not. USDA should
also consult with grocery stores/food retail outlets operated by Alaska Native
corporations and/or that are Native-owned.

USDA should include Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR)
community perspectives. In some Alaska Native communities, FDPIR operates
alongside or instead of SNAP; therefore, understanding food prices in these
contexts is important for a complete picture. ANTHC and their FDPIR program
would be important partners in this effort because ANTHC has been
implementing a 638 FDPIR demonstration pilot which enables them to purchase
traditional foods (like Alaska cod and halibut) from local vendors and distribute
food to Alaska Native villages throughout the state. In Hawai‘i, inclusion of
Native-Hawaiian-owned food retailers and markets would ensure USDA is able
to understand food costs and the context facing Native Hawaiian communities.

USDA should commit to a regular data collection cycle, and explore frequency
needs between urban and rural areas. The multi-decade gaps between
comprehensive price data collections are unacceptable given the pace of
change in rural food markets. Results from this study should establish a baseline
that is updated on a defined schedule, at minimum every five years, and that
takes into account regional variation in food price stability.

USDA must acknowledge and seek to understand the importance of subsistence
food systems in the study’s findings. For instance, in rural Alaska, subsistence
farming is a critical facet of the food system.® These foods may fall outside of
the specific TFP market basket, but they must be considered as a separate yet
related component of the food system.

Regarding Puerto Rico, USDA should use every available administrative
mechanism to ensure that food cost analysis for Puerto Rico is translated into
meaningful nutrition assistance policy, particularly given that those on the
island can only access the block-grant Nutrition Assistance Program (NAP).
USDA should account for Puerto Rico’s import dependence, transportation
exposure, disaster risk, and infrastructure instability when assessing food
affordability and when determining how current nutrition assistance rules
operate in practice. USDA should also use the annual Plan of Operations process
and other available administrative tools to support benefit and eligibility
policies that better reflect the real cost of food and the actual barriers
households face in accessing assistance.

USDA should explicitly address territorial inequities in its administrative analysis
of this data collection and identify where existing authorities, waiver
mechanisms, technical assistance, or formal recommendations to Congress
could reduce the disparity between Puerto Rico’s NAP block grant structure and

6 https://mazon.org/news/blog/expanding-partnerships-to-strengthen-tribal-food-

sovereignty/
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nutrition assistance available in other U.S. jurisdictions. If USDA concludes that
the current statutory framework prevents adequate alignment between food
costs and nutrition assistance in Puerto Rico, it should say so clearly in the
administrative record and recommend legislative action.

Minimizing the Burden

15303 Ventura Blvd

Suite 1100

Sherman Oaks, CA 91403
t (310) 442-0020

f(310) 442-0030

mazon.org

1101 14th Street, NW
Suite 930

Washington, DC 20005
£ (202) 830-0730
f(202) 830-0649

USDA must acknowledge that rural retailers are often single-owner stores
serving a community under extreme logistical and staffing constraints. We
support our partners at the Alaska Food Policy Council who recommend that
data collection and participation processes be designed with maximum
flexibility, including phone, mail, and email options in addition to in-person
visits.

Non-responsive retailers should be followed up with through trusted
intermediaries, such as tribal organizations and local food access organizations,
rather than relying solely on direct outreach from the study team, which may be
less effective in small, rural communities.

Conclusion

In addition to the comments above, MAZON urges USDA to proceed carefully
with this study to get it right. USDA has already lost significant staff, and the
agency is going through a reorganization and relocation, which MAZON strongly
opposes,’ that will deepen the loss of institutional knowledge.

As the results of this study will serve to inform future nutrition assistance policy,
benefit adequacy discussions, as well as future updates to food cost estimates,
methodological rigor is essential. The credibility and usefulness of the findings
will depend on transparent sampling procedures, adequate geographic
representation, clear documentation of data sources and limitations, and
reproducible analytical methods. USDA should ensure that all methodological
decisions (namely, retailer selection, weighting procedures, treatment of
missing data, and any adjustments made to account for geographic or market
differences) are fully documented and publicly available. High-quality data
collection alone is insufficient if the analytical framework does not accurately
capture the realities faced by households in non-contiguous states and
territories. A transparent and scientifically rigorous methodology will
undoubtedly strengthen public confidence in the findings and concretize their
value for future policymaking.

Finally, USDA must be explicit in the Information Collection submission to the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) about how USDA plans to analyze the

7 https://mazon.org/wp-content/uploads/MAZON-Comment-on-Department-of-
Agriculture-Reorganization-Plan-Secretary-Memorandum.pdf
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data collected so the public has an opportunity to comment on the data
analysis, not just the collection of data.

Sincerely,
P 2T Alabbneo]
Mia Hubbard

Executive Vice President
MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger
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