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SNAP: $15 billion on junk food

Chris Edwards
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THE Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program aims for recipients to “make healthy food
choices within a limited budget.” SNAP is supposed to “permit low-income households to obtain
a more nutritious diet.”

However, the lofty goals of federal programs often differ from the actual results. It turns out that
about $15 billion of SNAP benefits are for junk food. Apparently, recipients are not making the
nutritious and healthy choices that the government promised.

SNAP, or food stamp, benefits totaled $67 billion in 2016. Food stamps can be used to buy just
about any edible item in grocery stores other than alcohol, vitamins, and hot food. But exactly
what is being purchased by the program’s 44 million recipients has been mainly shrouded in
secrecy — until now.

A November study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture finally shed light on food stamp
purchases. The study examined detailed data for SNAP and non-SNAP shoppers for one large
food retailer over a one-year period.

The study found that SNAP shoppers bought slightly more junk food than non-SNAP shoppers.
For example, 9.25 percent of total purchases by SNAP shoppers were for “sweetened beverages”
such as cola, which compared to 7.1 percent for non-SNAP shoppers. At the same time, SNAP
shoppers spent relatively less on nutritious foods such as fruits and vegetables.

For SNAP shoppers, “sweetened beverages,” “prepared desserts,” “salty snacks,” “candy,” and
“sugar” accounted for 22.6 percent of purchases. These junk food items thus accounted for $15
billion of SNAP purchases in 2016, if the study is representative of all SNAP purchases.

SNAP is a bloated program, and cutting out junk food would be one way to reduce costs. The
program was created to tackle hunger, but Harvard University’s Robert Paarlberg noted that on a
typical day less than 1 percent of households now face “very low food security.” That low figure
contrasts with the 17 percent of U.S. households that currently receive food stamps.

The main food-related health problem for low-income households today is not hunger, but
obesity. CDC data show that people with low incomes are more obese than people with high
incomes, on average. In general, low-income Americans are suffering not from too little food,
but from too much of the wrong kinds of food.
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Ending SNAP’s junk food subsidies would likely cut demand for the program and reduce
taxpayer costs. If policymakers decided that food stamps could only be used for items such as
fruits and vegetables, fewer people would use the program, which would be a good thing.

An even better reform would be to end federal involvement in food stamps. Each state could then
decide on the overall level of benefits it wanted, and on whether taxpayers should be subsidizing
cola, candy, crackers, and cookies.
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