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TESTIMONY OF
GARY S. SUGANUMA, DIRECTOR OF TAXATION

TESTIMONY ON THE FOLLOWING MEASURE:
H.B. No. 1611, H.D.1, Relating to Taxation.

BEFORE THE:
House Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs

DATE: Wednesday, February 18, 2026
TIME: 2:00 p.m.
LOCATION: State Capitol, Conference Room 325

Chair Tarnas, Vice-Chair Poepoe, and Members of the Committee:

The Department of Taxation (DOTAX) offers the following comments regarding
H.B. 1611, H.D.1, for your consideration.

Beginning January 1, 2027, H.B. 1611, H.D.1, establishes a yearly reduction in
the general excise tax (GET) rate on “groceries” and “nonprescription drugs” on a tiered
schedule until January 1, 2034, after which, it provides a full GET exemption. Also,
beginning on January 1, 2027, it prohibits the counties from imposing a county
surcharge on groceries and nonprescription drugs. Beginning January 1, 2028, it
provides a GET exemption on the wholesale sale of groceries and nonprescription
drugs.

To accomplish this, section 2 of H.B. 1611, H.D.1, amends chapter 237, Hawaii
Revised Statutes (HRS), by adding a new section that establishes the tiered GET rate
on “groceries” and “nonprescription drugs.” The GET rates start at 3.5%, beginning
January 1, 2027, and decrease by 0.5% each year until a full exemption applies,
beginning January 1, 2034.



Department of Taxation (DOTAX) Testimony
H.B. 1611, H.D.1

February 18, 2026

Page 2 of 3

Section 3 of the bill amends section 237-1, HRS, by adding the following new
definitions:

e “Groceries” is defined as “substances, whether in liquid, concentrated,
solid, frozen, dried, or dehydrated form, that are sold for ingestion or
chewing by humans and are consumed for their taste or nutritional value,
including any food or food product for home consumption. ‘Groceries’
does not include alcoholic beverages, tobacco, and hot foods or hot food
products prepared for immediate consumption.”

e “Nonprescription drug” incorporates the definition under section 328-1,
HRS, regarding the Hawai’i Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act, to mean “any
packaged, bottled, or nonbulk chemical, drug, or medicine that may be
lawfully sold without a practitioner's order.”

* “Wholesale transaction” is defined as “a sale of groceries or
nonprescription drugs for resale, including transactions between
manufacturers, distributors, and retailers.”

Section 4 amends section 237-8.6, HRS, by preventing the counties from
imposing a surcharge on gross proceeds or gross income from the wholesale sale of
groceries or nonprescription drugs.

Section 5 amends section 237-13, HRS, by adding the above definitions to the
overall list of transaction types that qualify for the reduced wholesale GET rate of 0.5
per cent under existing law.

The bill has a defective effective date of July 1, 3000.

DOTAX notes that the definitions of “groceries” and “nonprescription drugs” are
very broad and will be difficult to administer for the purposes of a GET exemption. For
example, the definition of “nonprescription drug” is not limited to drugs, as defined under
section 328-1, HRS, but also includes any “nonbulk chemical” that is packaged or
bottled and that may be lawfully sold without a practitioner’s order. This could include
chemicals that are not intended or used to treat disease or illness. DOTAX recommends
that these definitions be amended to provide more specificity, limiting the scope of the
exemption to achieve the bill's purpose and intent.

Additionally, DOTAX recommends that the prohibition on the counties from
imposing the county surcharge on groceries and nonprescription drugs in section 4 of
the bill be deleted, and that language excluding groceries and nonprescription drugs be
instead added to section 237-8.6(d), HRS. Section 237-8.6(d), HRS, contains a list of
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items excluded from the county surcharge, including gross income taxed at the 0.5 and
0.15 percent rates, and amounts exempt from GET.

Lastly, DOTAX notes that it can make the form, system, and instruction changes
in the bill, with the first rate change beginning January 1, 2027 as proposed in section 2.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on this measure.
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February 13, 2026

Subject: Hawai'i Foodbank in Support of HB 1611 HD1

Aloha Chair Tarnas, Vice Chair Poepoe, and members of the committee,

On behalf of Hawai'‘i Foodbank, | express our support for HB 1611 HD1, Relating to Taxation. This bill would reduce the
general excise tax on groceries and non-prescription drugs on a tiered schedule, eventually eliminating the general excise tax

on these items.

Food insecurity is a growing crisisinHa w a i

0 n—encluding fatnilies watle chilirentd-streggliogltod s

access adequate food. One in five households have individuals who are skipping meals or going whole days without eating on

f aADNGE |(asset-Bmiteal, ineomeacbnstraited

a regular basis. In addition, an estimated 45% of Ha w a i

employed) threshold or below—and nearly half of those below the ALICE threshold face food insecurity.

Taxing the sale of groceries disproportionately impacts our food insecure families, affecting not only the amount of food

that these families can afford, but also the quality and diversity of their food choices. Food insecurity is inextricably linked to

health, and food insecure individuals face higher rates of chronic disease, increased hospitalizations, and greater overall

health care costs. Eliminating the general excise tax on groceries would allow our food insecure neighbors to afford more

nutritious food each time they visit the grocery store. It would have a significant, positive impact on food insecurity rates and

the health and well-being of our community.

Foodbank

For over 40 year s, Hawai
distributing food to families and individuals on O‘ahu and Kaua'i through direct service programs as well as through our

priovs ededr day | iyn aH

network of 266 agency partners and pantries. Last year, we served an average of over 160,000 people each month and

distributed more than 22 million pounds of nutritious food, including more than 7.1 million pounds of fresh produce. In

addition to addressing daily needs, our organization mobilizes during emergencies to provide immediate relief and aid long-

term recovery efforts.

At Hawai ‘ wehdvoseed flssahankd the challenges that our food-insecure neighbors face on a daily basis, trying to

an d edouglpheaithy fodu o ¢ae Reducing the

put food on the table for their families and ensure theirk e i K i

amount of money families must spend to purchase healthy, adequate food is a critical step in the fight against hunger and

we urge you to consider this important measure.

With aloha,

i T ~[ ':: -

B - Al
Amy Miller

Presidentand CEO,Ha wa i

i Foodbank
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This bill initiates a responsible, phased reduction of the general excise tax (GET) on groceries and
nonprescription drugs, with annual tiered decreases leading to full exemption by January 1, 2034. It
further exempts the wholesale sale of these items from the GET, and prohibits counties from imposing
their own surcharges on groceries and nonprescription drugs.

Hawai‘i’s GET is among the most regressive broad-based taxes anywhere in the United States. It
strikes hardest at working families, seniors on fixed incomes, and residents already struggling with one of
the nation’s highest costs of living. Taxing food and basic over-the-counter medicines people need to stay
healthy is burdensome and fundamentally unjust. The government has no rightful claim to a portion of
every loaf of bread, carton of milk, or bottle of pain reliever purchased to sustain life.

HB1611 avoids abrupt fiscal disruption by spreading relief over seven years. This gradual
approach gives the Legislature and the Department of Taxation time to observe outcomes, pursue genuine
spending efficiencies, and prevent knee-jerk revenue replacements. By also barring county surcharges and
exempting wholesale transactions, the bill ensures consistent, meaningful relief that flows through the
entire supply chain to reach consumers across all islands.

Individuals have an inherent right to the fruits of their labor and to spend their earnings freely. To
withhold this right on the necessities required for survival and well-being is to withhold basic rights that
should be afforded to all. The GET on essentials steals these fruits by forcing Hawai‘i residents to pay the
government before they can even feed their households or care for their health.

This legislation represents a much-needed step toward shrinking the scope of the government’s
grip on the average individual. 1t chooses affordability, personal autonomy, and economic liberty over
perpetual revenue extraction.

The Libertarian Party of Hawaii urges this committee to pass HB1611 without hesitation. Enacting this
measure would make Hawai‘i more survivable for the people who call these islands home.

In liberty,

Abbra Green | LPHI Secretary | LibertarianHawaii.com | (808)824-LPHI


http://libertarianhawaii.com

HAWAII APPLESEED

CENTER FOR LAW & ECONOMIC JUSTICE

Testimony of the Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice
Support for HB 1611 — Relating to Taxation
House Committee on Judiciary and Hawaiian Affairs
Wednesday, February 18, 2026 at 2:00 PM

Dear Chair Tarnas, Vice Chair Poepoe, and members of the Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in support for HB 1611, which would establish a
yearly reduction in the general excise tax (GET) rate on groceries and nonprescription drugs on a tiered
schedule until 2034, while also starting the GET exemption on wholesale in 2028.

We appreciate the intent behind this bill to reduce the cost of groceries and to address this regressive tax
which places a disproportionate burden on low- and moderate-income families. Groceries are taxed
under the GET at each stage of the supply chain, which contributes to higher overall food costs and
makes this regressive tax harder on households with the least disposable income. In Hawai‘i where a
family of 4 needs roughly $110,000 annually to meet basic needs, it is critical these changes reduce the
burden low-income households who are least able to absorb the state’s high cost of living.

Hawai‘i is one of only seven states that taxes groceries. The GET and sales taxes in general are widely
regarded as regressive and unfair to low-income families. In Hawai‘i, the bottom fifth of households
spend nearly 9 percent of their annual income on the GET, compared with the top fifth of households
that spend less than 4 percent.*

Figure 1. Share of Family Income Required to Pay GET by Income Quintile, Hawai‘i (2024)

8.8% 8.6%

Lowest Second Third Fourth Next Next Top
20% 20% 20% 20% 15% 4% 1%

Less than $21,900- $44,200- $80,100- $136600-  $278,200- Over

$21,900 $44,200 $80,100 $136.600 $278,200 $594,900 $594,900

Top 20% |

Hawai‘i’s heavy reliance on GET revenue is part of a larger systemic issue with our tax system that
places a disproportionate burden on Hawai‘i’s lowest income residents. Total GET currently comprises
nearly half of general fund receipts, with GET from grocery and nonprescription drugs contributing an

! Institute for Tax and Economic Policy, Who Pays? 7th Edition. 2024.
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estimated $250 million per year.? This bill also eliminates the general excise tax on wholesale sales
beginning in January 2028, which will result in an additional loss of state revenue that would need to be
addressed. Because the state must continue to fund essential services that households rely on—including
health care, education, and safety net programs—any proposal to reduce or eliminate this revenue should
be paired with a credible plan to offset the loss.

Should the legislature decide to proceed with this proposal, we highly recommend doing so in
tandem with a proposal to fill the budget hole using progressive taxation options. There are
currently several viable proposals for this, such as taxing wealth at the same rate as earned income,
closing the Real Estate Investment Tax loophole, taxing the sale of luxury homes, and most importantly,
freezing the tax cuts passed in 2024. This last proposal alone would generate more than $296 million per
year—enough to make up for the loss of GET revenue on groceries and nonprescription drugs.®

Thank you for considering these comments in your deliberation of HB 1611.

2 Suganuma, Gary, Testimony on SB. No. 1043, SD. 1, Relating to Taxation, Hawaii Department of Taxation, February 27
2025, p. 1-2.

https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/sessions/session2025/Testimony/SB1043 SD1_TESTIMONY_WAM_02-27-25 .PDE

3 Hawai‘i Tax Fairness Coalition, “Revenue Options,” Hawai‘i Tax Fairness Coalition, 2026.
https://www.hitaxfairness.org/wealth-taxes

The Hawai‘i Appleseed Center for Law and Economic Justice advocates for economic justice for and with
Hawai‘i’s people. We envision a Hawai‘i that puts its people first—where everyone can meet their basic needs
while living happy, healthy and creative lives.


https://www.hitaxfairness.org/wealth-taxes
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/sessions/session2025/Testimony/SB1043_SD1_TESTIMONY_WAM_02-27-25_.PDF

ABc Shne, ABC Stores
\:,,,‘ 766 Pohukaina Street Telephone: (808) 591-2550
STORES Honolulu, Hawaii 96813-5391 Fax: (808) 591-2039
www.abcstores.com E-mail: mail@abcstores.com

February 16, 2026

To:

The Honorable David A. Tarnas, Chair

The Honorable Mahina Poepoe, Vice Chair

House Committee on Judiciary and Hawaiian Affairs
Hawai i State Legislature

Re: Support for HB1611 HD1 (Relating to Taxation)

Aloha Chair Tarnas, Vice Chair Poepoe, and Members of the Committee,
ABC Stores respectfully submits testimony in support of HB1611 HD1.

HB1611 HD1 takes a meaningful step toward ad
phasing down and ultimately exempting groceries and nonprescription drugs from the

General Excise Tax, providing relief on essential goods that disproportionately impact

Hawai’i’s households. The measure also exempts wholesale sales of these items and

prohibits county surcharges, helping reduce tax pyramiding and promote consistent

statewide treatment.

As a retailer operating throughout Hawai ‘i,
affordability for residents while providing clarity and predictability within the tax system.

HB1611 HD1 advances these goals by addressing essential-goods taxation in a fair,

transparent, and administratively sound manner.

For these reasons, ABC Stores respectfully urges the Committee to support HB1611
HDI.

Mabhalo,
John Mark Mageo

Employee Relations & Government Affairs Manager
ABC Stores



HIPHI Board

May Okihiro, MD, MS
Chair

John A. Burns School of Medicine,

Department of Pediatrics

Jennifer José Lo, MD
Vice Chair
Hawai‘i Health Partners

Titiimaea Ta'ase, JD
Secretary
Taase Law Office

Jonathan Ching
Kaiser Permanente

Tammy Ho
The Queen’s Medical Center

Carissa Holley, MEd
Hale Makua Health Services

Joyce Lee-lbarra, MS
JLI Consulting

Misty Pacheco, DrPH
University of Hawai'i at Hilo

Dina Shek, JD
Medical-Legal Partnership
For Children in Hawai'i

JoAnn Tsark, MPH

John A. Burns School of Medicine, Native

Hawaiian Research Office

Danette Wong Tomiyasu, MBA
Retired, Hawai'i State Department of

Health

u INSTITUTE

Date: February 15,2026
To: Representative David A. Tarnas, Chair

Representative Mahina Poepoe, Vice Chair

Members of the House Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs
Re: Supportfor HB 1611 HD1, Relating to Taxation

Hrg: Wednesday, February 18,2025, at 1:00 PM, Conference Room 325

Hawai‘i Public Health Institute (HIPHI)* is in support of SB 2935, which removes
the general excise tax from groceries, drugs, feminine hygiene products, and
diapers.

Removing the general excise tax (GET) from these essential items will help deliver
some relief for working class families in Hawai'i, improve the regressivity of our
tax structure and provide an opportunity for a more just economic system.

Ending Poverty Needs to be a Priority

While 2 in 5 households in Hawai‘i earn less than is needed to make ends meet, it's
essential we do everything we can to make life more affordable for them.?
Increased wages, affordable housing, increased social services and lowered cost of
living can all help make this a reality. Removing the GET on groceries is a small part
of this solution, but when struggling to make ends meet, every bit counts.

Hawai‘i Only “Blue” State With Sales Tax on Groceries

Just 9 states have sales tax on groceries in the nation, and Hawai'‘i is the only one
that has a legislature consistently run by Democrats.? This bill provides Hawai'i
the opportunity to join the other 41 states in eliminating sales tax on groceries.

The General Excise Tax Burdens Low Income Residents the Most

Low income residents pay over 8% of their income in GET, with the top 1% of
earners paying less than 2%.* This highly regressive model is not fair, and hurts
those who need the most help.

! Hawai'‘i Public Health Institute’s mission is to advance health and wellness for the people
and islands of Hawai‘i. We do this through expanding our understanding of what creates
health of people and place, fostering partnerships, and cultivating programs to improve
policies, systems, and the environments where people live, learn, work, age, and play.

2 ALICE Report. Aloha United Way. January 2025.

3 Sales Tax on Food: A State-by-State Guide. Taxuallly. October 2025.
4 Hawai‘i: Who Pays? 7th Edition. Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy


https://itep.org/hawaii-who-pays-7th-edition/
https://www.taxually.com/blog/sales-tax-on-food-a-state-by-state-guide
https://www.auw.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/2024_ALICE-Report_Facts-and-Figures_v-25-01-09.pdf

u INSTITUTE

Opportunity For a More Just Economic System

By shifting away from the regressive GET, this opens the door for us to replace that lost revenue with a
more progressive income tax on high earners. A fair system requires those with the greatest ability to pay
to contribute the highest percentage, justly generating the revenue our state needs to serve everyone.

Mabhalo,

&

Nate Hix
Director of Policy and Advocacy
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TO: Committee on Judiciary and Hawaiian Affairs
FROM: HAWAII FOOD INDUSTRY ASSOCIATION
Lauren Zirbel, Executive Director

DATE: February 18, 2026
TIME: 2pm

RE: HB1611 HD1 Relating to Taxation
Position: Strong Support

The Hawaii Food Industry Association is comprised of two hundred member companies
representing retailers, suppliers, producers, manufacturers and distributors of food and
beverage related products in the State of Hawaii.

Chair, Vice Chair, and Members of the Committee,
Thank you for hearing this vital measure.

HFIA is in strong support of this measure to fight food insecurity, make Hawaii more
affordable, thelp local residents, and tmake our tax code less regressive by exempting
groceries from the General Excise Tax (GET).

The <cost of l'iving in Hawai "I i's among the h
struggling to afford basic necessities such as food and medication. According to the

Hawai ‘i Foodbank, nearly 30 percent of nhhousehc
19 percent experiencing very low food security.

Unl i ke most isconéinues $o,fullyHax @raceries and nonprescription drugs.

Only four states— Al abama, Mi ssissippi, Satilitaxgroteees ot a, a


mailto:info@hawaiifood.com
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at the full general sales tax rate. Nearly all other states exempt these basic necessities
or tax them at a reduced rate.

Taxes on food are regressive, because low- and middle-income families spend a larger

share of their income on necessities. For example, under the USDA Thrifty Food Plan, a
family of four in Hawai ‘| spends approxXi mat el
annually). At the 4.5 percent general excise tax rate, this family pays an additional $773

each year in taxes just to feed their household.

The refundable Food/Excise Tax Credit provides little relief in practice. At the highest
income bracket that qualifies (AGI $50,000-$60,000 for a family of four), the credit
amounts to only $100 annually. Many ALICE households — those earning up to 350% of
the Federal Poverty Level (~$111,125 for a family of four in 2024) — do not qualify at all,
despite struggling with high living costs. Many low-income households also fail to file
taxes, meaning they receive no credit.

Research confirms that taxing groceries worsens food insecurity. A peer-reviewed 2021

Cornell Food Policy study found that each 1% increase in grocery taxation increases food
insecurity by 0. 84 %. With Hawai ‘i’ s idhatetd% GET,
3.78 percentage-point increase in food insecurity.

Other states have demonstrated that removing grocery taxes improves affordability and

stimulates local economies. Kansas enacted a phased grocery tax repeal in 2022.
Georgia’ s permanent grocery tax repeal in the
billion in annual economic output and supporting economic activity and jobs

USDA' s Food Expehowsut éda-Bemé e®9dFAH) spending
when multiplied by the population, matches closely with Thrifty Food Plan x population

estimates, indicating that nearly all grocery purchases are by resident households, not

tourists. Tourists spendthe vast majority of tdwayifrom-if conoed” dol |
(restaurants, hotels). Thus, thispemadytowt i on di
and middle-income — rather than visitors.

Tourist spending on restaurant food can also been clearly seen in this chart from the
USDA Food Expenditure Series. |t shows how much higher Hawali
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https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-expenditure-series/interactive-charts-food-expenditures
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away from home compared to the national average, and how it dramatically decreased in
2020 with the visitor shut down.

Per capita food sales in Hawaii compared to the national average

Constant dollars (1988=100)

Year

tewide food at home

Note: Estimates are in nominal and constant dollars, as noted, and include taxes and tips
These estimates are for sales only and exclude food furnished, donated, and home produced
The base year for the constant dollar series is 1988=100 using the appropriate U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics’ u.s
(BLS) Regional Consumer Price Index for food at home and food away from home.

"Near U.S. average” is defined as within 10 percent of the national per capita spending for the selected outlet and year.
Data are as of September 2025 and are subject to revision.

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, Food Expenditure Series.

ide food away from home

d at home

U.S. food away from home

Applying the State portonof GET’' s 4% r et ai |-atthane ®tal without h e

taxes ($4.6B) shows the exemption would cost approximately $183,880 million annually.
The figure may end up lower because a lot of food-at-home is not SNAP eligible as the

bill would require. Thi s is | ower than DOTAX' s 2022

exempting groceries.

Eliminating the GET on groceries and nonprescription drugs is fiscally responsible when
phased in beginning January 1, 2027 (with no rate change during calendar year 2026).

In short, passing this measure is the right choice for our state; it will benefit all Hawaii
residents, and provide the greatest relief to those who need it most, and it is financially
feasible for our state budget.

We strongly encourage the Committee to pass this measure and we thank you for the
opportunity to testify.

20

proj1
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FAAN BUREAD

P. O. Box 253, Kuni a, Hawai i 9675
Phone: (808) 848-2074; Fax: (808) 848-1921
e-mail info@hfbf.org; www.hfbf.org

February 18, 2026

HEARING BEFORE THE
HOUSE COMMITTEE ON JUDICIARY & HAWAIIAN AFFAIRS

TESTIMONY ON HB 1611, HD1
RELATING TO TAXATION

Conference Room 325 & Videoconference
2:00 PM

Aloha Chair Tarnas, Vice-Chair Poepoe, and Members of the Committee:

I am Brian Miyamot o, EXx e darmBureau (HFB)r @rgahized sincef t he |
1948, the HFB is comprised of 1,800 farm family
voice of agriculture to protect, advocate and advance the social, economic, and educational

interests of our diverse agricultural community.

The H a w a Farm Bureau supports HB 1611, HD1, which establishes a phased reduction
and eventual exemption of the General Excise Tax on groceries and nonprescription drugs.

Hawai ‘i consistently ranks as having the highes
impacted by transportation costs, limited economies of scale, labor expenses, land costs, and

supply chain constraints. While many of these cost driversareoutsi de of t he St at e’ ¢
t he Gener al Excise Tax is within the Legislatur

Reducing and ultimately eliminating the GET on groceries is a direct way to provide cost relief
to Hawai ‘i residents. Phasing in the exemption
moving toward long-term affordability.

Hawai ‘i’ s far mer s o0 p-eost@rbdectian envimnmant, whjch eah mmakeh i g h
locally grown food slightly more expensive than imported alternatives. Removing the GET

from groceries helps narrow that price gap at the point of sale, making locally produced food

more competitive and accessible to consumers. Supporting affordability at the retail level

compl ements the State’s ongoing efforts to st
security.

Exempting groceries at both the retail and wholesale levels will help ensure that tax savings

flow more effectively through the supply chain, and prohibiting the application of county

surcharges further reinforces the intended consumer benefit.

Lowering the tax burden on essential goods such as food and nonprescription medicine
supports Hawai ‘i families while aligning with bi
system.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify in support of this measure.
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ASSOCIATION

CHPA

Taking healthcare personally.

February 16, 2026

The Honorable Representative David Tarnas

Chair, House Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs
Hawai ‘i State Capitol

415 South Beretania Street

Honolulu, HI 96813

RE: Support for HB 1611 HD 1 - General Excise Tax Reduction for Nonprescription
Drugs.

Chair Tarnas,

On behalf of the Consumer Healthcare Products Association (CHPA), the national

trade association representing the leading manufacturers of over-the-counter (OTC)

medi cines, dietary supplements, and OTC medi cal
support of HB 1611 HD 1, which establishes a phased reduction and eventual full

exemption of the general excise tax (GET) on nonprescription drugs.

Nonprescription drugs are a cornerstone of safe and effective self-care and overall
public health. They allow individuals and families to treat common illnesses,
manage chronic conditions, and address minor injuries safely and efficiently, often
preventing more costly visits to medical professionals. Exempting these essential
products from the GET through a phased implementation process would help to
reduce financial barriers, improve affordability, and ensure that all residents have
timely and unfettered access to these products whenever needed.

HB 1611 HD 1 not only supports individual and family health but also strengthens
public health statewide. OTC medications can often serve as the first and most
accessible line of care for individuals, particularly for residents in rural or in
underserved communities. Many families rely on these products as a critical, cost-
effective way to address their minor health needs before they escalate into
something more serious that would require costly professional attention.

We commend Representative Ilagan for introducing this important legislation and
respectfully urge the Committee to support the passage of HB 1611 HD 1 while
maintaining the GET exemption for nonprescription drugs. Removing this tax
would provide meaningful financial relief, helping to ensure that all residents have
access.

1625 Eye Street, NW, Suite 600 | Washington, DC 20006 | Tel: 202.429.9260 | chpa.org



Thank you for your consideration, and please do not hesitate to contact me if | can
provide additional information or perspective.

Respectfully submitted,
A0 D e
(A58

Carlos I. Gutiérrez

Vice President, State & Local Government Affairs
Consumer Healthcare Products Association
cgutierrez@chpa.org | 202-429-3521

Cc: House Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs Committee
The Honorable Representative Mahina Poepoe, Vice Chair
The Honorable Representative Greggor llagan



1050 Bishop 5t #3508
Honolulu, HI 96813
808-864-1776
info@grassrootinstitute.org

Feb. 18, 2026, 2 p.m.
Hawaii State Capitol
Conference Room 325 and Videoconference

To: House Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs
Rep. David A. Tarnas, Chair
Rep. Mahina Poepoe, Vice Chair

From: Grassroot Institute of Hawaii
Ted Kefalas, Director of Strategic Campaigns

TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT OF HB1611 HD1 — RELATING TO TAXATION
Aloha chair, vice chair and other committee members,

The Grassroot Institute of Hawaii supports HB1611 HD1, which would gradually phase out the state general
excise tax rate for groceries and non-prescription medications by 2034.

This is a practical way to address Hawaii’s high cost of living. Research shows that taxes on groceries contribute
to less spending on meals at home! and higher food insecurity,? so exempting groceries would help make
Hawaii more affordable for struggling residents.

Additionally, the state’s GET is regressive, so it hits low- and middle-income individuals and families the
hardest.

This proposal also has the potential to grow the economy. In Georgia, for example, the state auditor estimated
that Georgia’s sales tax exemption for groceries created more than 5,000 jobs and an additional $807 million in
economic output.®

! Diansheng Dong and Hayden Stewart, “Food Taxes and Their Impacts on Food Spending,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic
Research Service, September 2021, p. 7.

2 Jiangiang Zhao, “Putting Grocery Food Taxes on the Table: Evidence for Food Security Policy-Makers,” Master’s thesis, Cornell
University, August 2020, p. iii.

¥ “Tax Incentive Evaluation: Grocery Sales Tax Exemption,” Georgia Department of Audits and Accounts, Dec. 13, 2022.

1050 Bishop St. #508 | Honolulu, HI 96813 | 808-864-1776 | info@grassrootinstitute.org
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https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=HB&billnumber=1611&year=2026
https://www.audits2.ga.gov/reports/summaries/tax-incentive-evaluation-grocery-sales-tax-exemption/
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/103054/Zhao_cornell_0058O_11081.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/102045/err-292.pdf

Regarding nonprescription medications and medical equipment and supplies, a GET exemption for these
products would simply be in keeping with the logic behind the state’s existing exemption for prescription drugs
and prosthetics.*

If this bill is enacted, nonprescription medicines such as Tylenol and Advil would cost less, making it easier for
many individuals suffering from everyday health conditions to find relief and save money.

The best action lawmakers could take to lower the cost of living for Hawaii residents is to focus on reducing
taxes — and keeping them low. This bill could make a real and immediate difference for the many residents of
Hawaii who count every penny and live paycheck to paycheck.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.
Ted Kefalas

Director of Strategic Campaigns
Grassroot Institute of Hawaii

* “Hawaii General Excise & Use Tax Exemptions: Tax Year 2021,” Hawaii Department of Taxation, Nov. 2022, p. 6.

1050 Bishop St. #508 | Honolulu, HI 96813 | 808-864-1776 | info@grassrootinstitute.org
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https://files.hawaii.gov/tax/stats/stats/act94_2015/act94_2015_taxyr2021.pdf
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OUR MISSION

To support and advance public policies
that make Hawai'i affordable for all
working families.

OUR VISION

Collaborative, sustainable, and
evidence-based public policies that
create a diverse and sustainable
Hawai‘i economy, an abundance of
quality job opportunities, and a future
where all working families living in
Hawai‘i can thrive.

BOARD MEMBERS
Jason Fujimoto

Meli James, Board Chair
Micah KIne

Brandon Kurisu

Brad Nicolai

Mike Pietsch

Sunshine Topping

ADVISORY COMMITTEE
Josh Feldman

Brittany Heyd

Alicia Moy

Ed Schultz

Josh Wisch
President & Executive Director

827 Fort Street Mall, 2" Floor
Honolulu, Hawai‘i 96813

+1 (808) 542-4089
info@holomuacollaborative.org

HolomuaCollaborative.org
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Committee: House Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs
Bill Number: HB 1611 HD1, Relating to Taxation

Hearing Date and Time: February 18, 2026, at 2:00pm (Room 325)

Re: Testimony of Holomua Collaborative- Support

Aloha Chair Tarnas, Vice Chair Poepoe, and Committee Members:

The purpose of HB 1611 HD1 is to provide financial support to local families by gradually
reducing the general excise tax rate on groceries and nonprescription drugs on a tiered
schedule. This would continue until January 1, 2034, when a full general excise tax
exemption would apply.

Holomua Collaborative’s mission is to support public policies that make Hawai‘i
affordable for all working families. For too long, the regressive nature of taxing basic
necessities such as food and over-the-counter medications has placed an undue
burden onlocal residents. This is particularly true for those already struggling to survive
in a state with one of the nation’s highest cost-of-living rates.

The findings from the Holomua Collective 2025 Affordability Survey reinforce this
struggle. This survey of 3,200 local workers paints a stark picture of a worsening cost-
of-living crisis. A staggering 75% of respondents indicated they will, or are unsure if they
will, relocate to a less expensive state in the coming years, an increase from 70% just
one year ago. This "exodus" is driven by a landscape where:

ol 42% of residents find it “very difficult” to save money from their paychecks, up
from 34% in 2024,

oI 37% of respondents worry “frequently” or “almost all the time” about being
unable to pay their monthly bills; and

oI Taxes and food costs were the third most significant factors affecting the cost
of living in 2025 and 2024, respectively, after housing and wages.

HB 1611 HD1 correctly identifies that grocery taxes are regressive because low- and
middle-income families spend a larger share of their income on these necessities. While
visitors to Hawai‘i spend the majority of their food dollars at restaurants and hotels,
nearly all grocery purchases are made by resident households. The testimony from local
residents in the survey highlights the desperate measures families are taking to stretch
their dollars:

12025 Hawai'‘i Affordability Survey. https://holomuacollective.org/survey-25/
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oI Residents report skipping meals or eating canned food to ensure their children
have fresh vegetables.

oI Families are utilizing credit cards for basic groceries, digging themselves into
“depressing” debt just to eat.

| Even middle-income earners (households earning over $100,000) report living
paycheck to paycheck, stating they can “barely afford food” and that they do
not qualify for state assistance.

We are one of only four states left in the country, alongside Alabama, Mississippi, and
South Dakota, that still taxes groceries and nonprescription drugs with the full general
sales tax rate. While almost every other state has recognized that taxing rice, milk, and
aspirin hurts families, Hawai‘i continues to treat these necessities as discretionary
spending.

This setup is fundamentally regressive because the less money a family makes, the
larger the percentage of their paycheck goes toward just staying fed and medicated. To
put it in perspective, a typical family of four here spending around $1,400 a month on
groceries pays over $700 in taxes on their food alone. For a household already struggling
with the cost of living, this is a significant annual hit to an essential human need.

By exempting essential groceries and nonprescription drugs, this legislature can
provide direct, tangible relief to the 14% of residents who currently skip or reduce
paying bills to cover other essential expenses. It is an investment in the hope that our
working families can stay.

We respectfully urge the committee to pass HB 1611 HD1 to help reduce the financial
strain on Hawai'i's workforce and protect our local communities.

Sincerely,

Matthew Prellberg
Policy and Communications Director
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To: The Honorable David A. Tarnas, Chair
The Honorable Mahina Poepoe, Vice Chair
House Committee on Judiciary & Hawaiian Affairs

From: Paula Arcena, External Affairs Vice President
Mike Nguyen, Director of Public Policy
Maria Rallojay, Public Policy Specialist
Hearing: Wednesday, February 18, 2026, 2:00pm, Conference Room 325

RE: HB1611 HD1 Relating to Taxation

AlohaCare appreciates the opportunity to provide testimony in support of HB1611
HD1. This measure would (1) establish a yearly reduction in general excise tax rate
on groceries and nonprescription drugs on a tiered schedule, until 1/1/2034 and
thereafter, when a full general excise tax exemption begins 1/1/2027; (2) provide a
general excise tax exemption on the wholesale sale of groceries and nonprescription
drugs beginning 1/1/2028; and (3) prohibit the counties from imposing a county
surcharge on groceries and nonprescription drugs beginning 1/1/2027.

AlohaCare is a community-rooted, non-profit health plan founded by Hawai‘i’s
Community Health Centers and the Queen Emma Clinics. We serve over 66,000
Medicaid and Medicaid-Medicare dual-eligible residents on all islands. Since 1994,
AlohaCare has partnered with providers, government entities, and
community-based organizations to meet the evolving needs of our safety net
community as Hawai'‘i’s only health plan focused solely on Medicaid-eligible
individuals. Our mission is to serve individuals and communities in the true spirit of
aloha by ensuring and advocating for equitable access to quality, whole-person care
for all.

AlohaCare is committed to whole-person care by addressing key social determinants
of health like housing, economic stability, and nutrition. Affordability is a healthcare
issue. Hawai'‘i’s cost of living is among the highest in the country, and many families
are struggling to afford their basic needs like food and medication. When households
have less money after paying for their basic essentials, they are more likely to delay
care, skip recommended follow-up visits, or face difficult choices between food,
over-the-counter medications, and other health-related expenses. Stable access to
nutritious food is also important in managing chronic conditions that are prevalent
in our communities and sensitive to diet. As such, AlohaCare supports this measure
in making everyday necessities more affordable by reducing financial barriers that
directly affect whether families can stay healthy.

Mahalo for this opportunity to testify in support of HB1611 HD1.
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RE: Support for HB 1611, Relating to Taxation

Dear Chair Tarnas, Vice Chair Poepoe, and members of the Committee,

The Hawai‘i Hunger Action Network, a coalition of more than twenty local
organizations with the mission to advocate for food security for Hawai'i
households, would like to express support for HB 1611. This bill would
reduce the GET on groceries and nonprescription drugs on a scheduled
timeline through 2034 and implement a wholesale exemption starting in
2028.

As Hawai'‘i families face some of the highest food costs in the nation, many
are struggling to keep up. Because the GET applies to everyday necessities
like groceries, it directly increases the cost of putting food on the table.
Food is not a luxury—it is a basic need—and reducing the tax on groceries
would provide meaningful relief to households across the state.

Phasing down and ultimately removing the GET on groceries would help
working families, kipuna, individuals with disabilities, and others living 