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Looming SNAP funding shutdown has local food banks on edge
Elizabeth Schanz 
Ohio food banks are preparing for increased demand as funding for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly referred to as food stamps, is expected to run out in November if the partial government shutdown continues.
The continued shutdown would halt SNAP food aid to 1.4 million Ohioans, according to U.S. Department of Agriculture data. Additionally, cutting off the program's funding would affect the 190,000 Cuyahoga County residents who receive its benefits, county leaders say.
 
And the loss of SNAP benefits would stretch the resources of food banks already facing mounting pressures, including rising demand and losses of state and federal resources earlier this year.
 
Over the last several years, organizations have faced “ongoing, persistent strain,” which the loss of SNAP benefits would heighten, said Joree Novotny, executive director of the Ohio Association of Food Banks. The organization represents the state’s 12 Feeding America food banks and 3,600 hunger relief agencies.
 
Some of this pressure is due to high inflation and rising costs of living, which have led to increased demand for food aid and strained food bank resources.
 
“To take the largest federal nutrition program (SNAP), out of the way in which people in Ohio who are facing budget shortfalls can access food for themselves is not something we've had to face,” Novotny said. “What we're trying to do is prepare as best as possible to manage supply, to surge resources where we can. I think this is true in every circumstance, but it's exacerbated and heightened in situations like this.”
 
On Friday, October 24, as the deadline loomed, congressional Democrats, including those from Ohio, signed a letter sent to the USDA requesting that the department use money from SNAP's contingency funds to cover benefits for the month of November.
 
What would happen?
The government shutdown went into effect Oct. 1 after the U.S. Congress was unable to pass the appropriations bills that fund operations of federal agencies and programs. Now, if Congress fails to pass the spending bill before Nov. 1, SNAP will lose funding.
 
USDA previously indicated that it did not expect the shutdown to impact SNAP benefits because of “multi-year contingency funds that can be used for State Administrative Expenses,” Bloomberg reported on Oct. 16. However, USDA officials last week said the contingency fund was hovering around $6 billion, and it would need to send $8.1 billion to states to cover November SNAP benefits.
 
“(Cuyahoga) County does not have the ability to replace the $35 million in SNAP benefits that our residents stand to lose in November," the county said in a statement. "We have urged the Trump and DeWine administrations to step in and use contingency funds to ensure that no family, child, or senior goes hungry in Cuyahoga County. Unfortunately, seniors and families with children and other dependents should be prepared for the lack of SNAP funds starting Nov. 1.”
 
In 2023, Ohio disbursed $3.37 billion in SNAP benefits, with the average monthly benefit of $205, according to the Ohio Legislative Budget Office. This was an overall decrease from $4.52 billion disbursed in 2022 and $4.22 billion in 2021.
The state of Ohio staggers issuance of SNAP benefits between the second and 20th of each month based on the last digit of recipients' SNAP case numbers. Ohioans who receive their funds earlier in the month may likely have spent their October benefits and feel the impact before SNAP benefits are shut down in November, Novotny said.
 
“(Ohio food banks are) already starting to see more people, a kick in demand, and more people coming to our hunger relief network, as anyone would if they're trying to prepare for how they're going to feed themselves and their families,” Novotny said.
 
While food banks try to fill the gaps left by SNAP, the task is nearly impossible for the organizations, said Novotny and Karen Pozna, the Greater Cleveland Food Bank's director of communications.
 
For every meal the food bank network provides, SNAP provides nine, according to Feeding America, a nonprofit organization with a network of food banks across the country.
 
“It's going to be very difficult for us to make up the difference if SNAP benefits do not go out in November, it is going to, definitely, be a challenge for us,” Pozna said. “We will work to purchase food and to make sure that we have the food that everyone needs this holiday season. But we can't do this without strong public and private support.” 
 
What are Northeast Ohio food banks doing?
Northeast Ohio food banks are preparing for the potential influx of people in need, organizational leadership said.
 
The Greater Cleveland Food Bank (GCFB) serves the six-county area of Cuyahoga, Ashtabula, Geauga, Lake, Ashland and Richland. It reported $117 million in annual revenue in 2024, according to ProPublica.
 
In fiscal year 2025, which ended on Sept. 30, the GCFB served over 404,000 people, one of GCFB’s largest figures. It aligns with some of the organization’s “busiest times during the pandemic,” Pozna said.
Demand for food bank resources remains high and will continue to rise if SNAP ends in November, Ponza said.
 
GCFB distributed nearly five million pounds of food to more than 145,000 people in November, Pozna said. This year, the food bank plans to distribute at least six million pounds “to meet the anticipated increase in need.”
“We are working with vendors now to determine what is available and how soon it can be delivered. There are a lot of logistics in moving millions of pounds of product, but we will continue to work and figure out how to meet the need,” Pozna said.
 
Akron-Canton Regional Food Bank serves the eight-county network of Carroll, Holmes, Medina, Portage, Stark, Summit, Tuscarawas and Wayne. The organization reported $62 million in annual revenue, according to ProPublica.
SNAP benefits have a large presence in the region, with 23.8% of households in Akron using the food assistance program in 2022, Cleveland.com reported.
 
The Akron-Canton Regional Food Bank served 200,000 to 250,000 unique people with more than 3 million visits to its network last year, Vice President and COO Katie Carver Reed told Crain’s.
 
Current demand is outpacing last year, Carver Reed said. The organization is working to increase the food supply, but the food bank “can, by no means, entirely replace the loss of SNAP benefits to the community,” Carver Reed said.
“We're trying to work with as many vendors to get food to the food bank as quickly as possible.  Also, trying to stretch the resources that we have as much as possible — maximizing every dollar as we're purchasing food,” Carver Reed said. “Historically, food banks relied on donated food, and we're really grateful for our food donors in the community who continue to make donations of food to us as well. But we're also having to buy more food than ever, given the rise in demand.” 
 
Other factors straining food banks
The loss of SNAP benefits would compound the challenges that Ohio food banks have faced over the last year as a result of cuts from the state and loss of national programs, said leadership across multiple food banks.
The Ohio state budget, passed in June, slashed funding to food banks by $7.5 million, a 23% reduction from the previous allotment.
 
Additionally, the USDA cut two federal programs in March that provided about $1 billion in funding to schools and food banks to buy food directly from local farmers, CBS News reported. As a result, $420 million was cut from the Local Food Purchase Assistance Cooperative Agreement, which helped food banks purchase foods produced within the state or within 400 miles of the delivery destination to help support local and regional producers.
 
“It brought in a modest amount of pounds in terms of raw volume of what we do as a whole network. But it meant a lot to our local food supply chain, and those almost 200 new small farmers that we got to work with statewide,” Novotny said.
Food banks have since been “weathering the storm” with reductions in the overall food supply, Carver Reed said.
 
Of the food the Akron-Canton Regional Food Bank distributed last year, 47% came from state or federal government sources, according to Carver Reed. This year, the total government contribution is down to less than 33%. The Food Bank is expecting a drop of 5 million to 6 million pounds less compared with last year.
 
GCFB’s food source breakdown for fiscal year 2025, which ended Sept. 30, included 38% purchased food, 30% donated, 21% from federal sources and 11% from the State of Ohio, Ponza said in an emailed statement to Crain’s.
Food banks are navigating the uncertainty by increasing and managing supply in addition to finding more philanthropic outlets, Novotny said. However, if Ohioans are without SNAP benefits long term, the need could outpace the resources food banks can offer.
 
“We're going to definitely, as much as possible, climb into what emergency funds we might have on hand. That's going to differ from region to region,” Novotny said. “It's also going to be difficult to imagine how we would really be able to fill gaps of several days, if the shutdown does continue well into November.”


