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Oregon’s Spike in Food Insecurity Worst Among All States
A View of the State of Working Oregon
Oregon recorded the sharpest increase in food insecurity of any state, even as nationally the
share of families struggling to put food on the table declined and the Oregon economy grew. The
most recent data showed that nearly one in every six Oregonians lived without knowing where
their next meal was coming from or went hungry. To put that in perspective, there were about
the same number of Oregonians who struggled to put food on the table as lived in Portland, the
state’s largest city.

Nearly 1 in 6 Oregon households food insecure

Food insecure
households:
16.1%

Hungry households:
6.6%

2013-15 share of Oregon households with food insecurity.
Source: OCPP analysis of USDA data.

Nearly one in six (16.1
percent) of Oregon
households were “food
insecure” during the threeyear period of 2013-15.1 These
families found it hard to put
food on the table, often not
knowing where their next
meal would come from.
For some of these families,
their food insecurity was so
severe that it qualified as
“hunger.” These families
skipped meals or ate too little
because they were not able to
afford ample food.
In 2013-15, 6.6 percent of
Oregon households
experienced hunger.
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A View of the State of Working Oregon is a series of occasional OCPP fact sheets
explaining Oregon’s economy from the perspective of working families.
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Oregon food insecurity spike highest in nation
Oregon:
18.4%

Since the recovery from the
Great Recession began,
Oregon has seen the largest
increase in food insecurity.
Comparing the most recent
period for which there is data
(2013-15) to the early years of
the recovery (2010-12), food
insecurity in Oregon spiked
18.4 percent. That increase
was the highest among all
states.

U.S. average:
-6.8%

Meanwhile, food insecurity
decreased nationally. Over
that same time period, food
insecurity across the United
States declined by 6.8
percent.
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2010-12 to 2013-15 percent change in low food security by state.
Source: OCPP analysis of USDA data.
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Oregonians are increasingly
going hungry. These families
are having to skip meals or
eat less overall because they
are unable to afford or access
enough food.

Hunger rises in Oregon, decreases nationally

Oregon: 13.8%

From the early years of the
economic recovery to the
most recent period, hunger in
Oregon increased by 13.8
percent, the eighth highest
increase among all states
during that time.

6 states with no change

U.S. average:
-3.6%

Nationwide, hunger
decreased by 3.6 percent
from the 2010-12 time period
to the 2013-15 period.
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2010-12 to 2013-15 percent change in very low food security by state.
Source: OCPP analysis of USDA data.
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Food insecurity and hunger
have increased to such an
extent that Oregon now has
some of the highest rates of
each among all states.

Oregon food insecurity and hunger among
nation's highest

Food insecurity rank: 6th worst

During the 2013-15 period,
food insecurity in Oregon
ranked sixth worst among all
states.

Hunger rank: 8th worst

Oregon had the eighth worst
rate of hunger during that
same time period.

2013-15 Oregon low and very low food security rankings among all states and D.C.
Source: OCPP analysis of USDA data.
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More Oregonians are food
insecure than live in the
state’s largest cities.

More Oregonians food insecure than live in
Oregon's largest cities

Food insecure Oregonians

605,000

Oregonians in Portland

602,000

Oregon children
food insecure
Oregonians
in Eugene

210,000

161,000

In 2014, an estimated
605,000 Oregonians were
food insecure.2 That was
about the same as the
population of Portland,
Oregon’s largest city.
That same year, an estimated
210,000 Oregon children
were food insecure. That was
more than the 161,000
Oregonians that lived in
Eugene, Oregon’s second
largest city.

Estimated 2014 Oregon population food insecure and living in cities, rounded to nearest thousand.
Source: OCPP analysis of Feeding America and Portland State University Population Center estimates.

Oregon Center for Public Policy | www.ocpp.org

November 21, 2016

3

Oregon’s Spike in Food Insecurity Worst Among All States
Rising food insecurity underscores need to confront poverty
That food insecurity and hunger would worsen at a time when Oregon’s economy and job
market have performed well underscores the need for lawmakers to focus their efforts on
reducing poverty.3 Lawmakers can help Oregonians meet their basic needs by:


Confronting Oregon’s housing crisis:
It is widely acknowledged that Oregon is in the midst of a housing affordability crisis,
with rising rents squeezing the budgets of many Oregon families. To keep a roof over
their heads, cash-strapped families cut back where they can, which can include skimping
on food.4 Confronting Oregon’s housing affordability crisis is an important step in
addressing food insecurity.
Addressing Oregon’s housing crisis requires many policy reforms, and among those at
the top of the list must be reforming Oregon’s biggest housing subsidy — the mortgage
interest deduction. This tax deduction primarily subsidizes well-off homeowners rather
than helping those who truly need help affording a home.5 Reforming the mortgage
interest deduction would free up resources for the state to invest in homeownership and
housing opportunities for low- and moderate-income Oregonians.



Expanding access to affordable child care:
Child care in Oregon is among the least affordable in the country.6 Many working
parents, oftentimes mothers, who cannot afford the rising cost of care, drop out of the
workforce to take care of their children, thereby foregoing income that would help put
food on the table. Making investments that expand access to affordable child care would
allow those parents to remain in the workforce, while easing the burden that child care
can have on family budgets.



Boosting assistance to the most vulnerable families:
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) is Oregon’s primary safety net for
families in poverty. It helps families that have fallen on hard times, including women and
children escaping abuse, to avoid homelessness and get back on their feet through
modest cash assistance. Unfortunately, because it is not adjusted for inflation, the value
of that assistance has eroded over time.7 Boosting the TANF grant amount and adjusting
it each year to account for changes in the cost of living would enable more families living
in the most dire circumstances to put food on the table.8



Increasing the TANF income limit:
Each year, it gets harder for poor families who may experience food insecurity to qualify
for temporary assistance from TANF because the Oregon legislature has left frozen for a
quarter of a century the income limit required to qualify for assistance.9 To be eligible for
assistance from TANF, a family of three cannot earn more than $616 per month, a
threshold unchanged since it was set in 1991. This means that today, a single parent with
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two children who works two days per week at the minimum wage earns too much to get
help. Lawmakers should increase the TANF income limit to allow the many families
living in poverty who are currently shut out of the program to receive help.


Creating more work opportunities for those affected by SNAP time limits:
Federal time limits for Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents (ABAWDs) in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly “food stamps,” were
implemented in Multnomah and Washington counties in 2016, after they had been
waived for many years due to a poor economy. Unless these individuals meet certain
work requirements or exemptions, Oregonians identified as ABAWDs in these counties
are limited to just three months of SNAP food assistance in a 36-month period. These
time limits will apply to ABAWDs in Clackamas County in 2017.10 Unemployment is still
high enough in the remaining Oregon counties that the federal time limits are waived.
Lawmakers can prevent Oregonians from being cut off of food assistance by expanding
Oregon’s “workfare” opportunities. Workfare sites allow Oregonians subject to time
limits to volunteer at non-profit organizations in partnership with the Department of
Human Services. These opportunities allow people considered ABAWDs to meet federal
work requirements while maintaining their food benefits and potentially gaining new
work skills.
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