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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EX EC U TIV E S U M M A RY

The Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP) is a multi-state
collaboration of researchers and community partners in the
Appalachian regions of Western North Carolina, Virginia, and
West Virginia. In Western North Carolina (WNC), the project was
designed to engage organizational leaders working within the
community food system to create a common agenda to better
understand and address food security in the 27-county region.
This WNC Food Security Advisory Committee, in collaboration
with a research team from North Carolina State University,
designed a community food security assessment (CFSA) to
systematically examine community food issues and assets to
inform actions that make the region more food secure. The
purpose of this report is to summarize key findings from the
WNC CFSA.
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COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT DESIGN
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The purpose of the WNC CFSA is to establish the scope of the
problem, identify extant barriers to and assets for improving food
security, and clarify key questions for communities to consider as
they make long-term strides to creating a more just and equitable
food system. To accomplish these goals, the WNC Food Security
Advisory Committee designed the assessment with two key
components that together aid understandings of food security in
the region:
1. Quantitative data were gathered to systematically define the
scope of the problem and provide baseline data about the
food system in all of WNC.
2. Qualitative data from three representative counties
(Buncombe, Mitchell, and Yancey) were collected to provide
an in-depth account of key challenges and questions related
to healthy food access and food security from a community
perspective. This included:
a. Key informant interviews with 24 organizational 		
leaders that work in some capacity to address food
security in their communities, including church-based,
non-profit, and government service providers.
b. Five focus groups with resource-limited community
members (58 participants) conducted in partnership
with local service providers.

By applying this mixed-method approach, the CFSA contributes
both regional indicators related to food security and indepth responses to pertinent questions about the topic from
practitioners working to improve community food security and
community members who are possibly food insecure themselves.
The result is a clearer picture of the scope of the problem, how
practitioners and individuals experience food security “on the
ground,” and potential paths to improving access to healthy foods
in WNC.

GUIDING FRAMEWORK:

WHOLE MEASURES TO COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEMS
The Whole Measures for Community Food Systems1 is a
framework to help communities evaluate, plan, and create
dialogue to inform community-based change within the food
system. The framework centers on six “fields of practice” that
represent fundamental values of a food system that meets the
needs of whole communities: Justice and Fairness, Strong
Communities, Vibrant Farms, Healthy People, Sustainable
Ecosystems and Thriving Local Economies. In sum, these six
“fields” describe a community-based food system that reveals
and dismantles injustice in the food system; improves equity and
responds to community food needs; supports local, sustainable
farms; provides healthy food for all people; sustains a healthy
environment and community ecosystem; and stimulates the local
food system economy. In this project, the Whole Measures are
used to describe current understandings of the community food
system in WNC, opportunities for organizations to work together
to improve the food system, and potential next steps to better
address food security challenges in WNC.

Abi-Nader , J. et al. 2009. “Whole Measures for Community Food Systems:
Values-Based Planning and Evaluation.” Community Food Security Coalition
(http://www.wholecommunities.org/pdf/WholeMeasuresCFS.pdf).
1
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COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT:
QUANTITATIVE INDICATORS
The AFP partnered with the National Environmental Modeling and Analysis Center (NEMAC) at the University of North Carolina at
Asheville to provide new information about food security in the region in summary and map form. Additionally, the research added other
secondary data measures through incorporating Whole Measures concepts. These include: income and poverty, nutritional health, and
agricultural data in WNC. Several key findings from the quantitative measures include:

•

•

•

•

INCOME AND POVERTY
Median household income in WNC was $37,190 in 2010,
almost 18% and 30% less than the state and nation
respectively.
The region’s unemployment rate has also been
consistently above state and national averages, and
overall,approximately 17% of WNC residents live below the
poverty line.

•

•

•

•
•
•

HEALTH
Obesity rates in WNC are below both state and national
levels, averaging over 28% of the adult population in 2012,
but this rate has been increasing over time.
Diabetes rates in WNC are slightly higher than the state as
a whole, ranging from 8.5% to 14.4%, and these rates are
also increasing over time.
Rates of physical inactivity are lower in WNC than the
state as a whole, ranging from 20% of adults physically
inactive in Buncombe Country to 31% in Wilkes County.

AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SYSTEMS
In 2012, WNC accounted for only 7% of the state’s total farm
income, down from 10% in 2007.
Between 2002 and 2012, the total number of farms in WNC
has declined in 21 of 27 counties.
Despite aggregate farm losses, the number of farms selling
directly to consumers increased 39% between 2007 and
2012, much higher than the state and national rates.
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•

FOOD SECURITY
In 2012, 16.3% of households in WNC were food insecure,
a rate higher than the national average (14.5%), but slightly
below the state rate (17%).
44 census tracts (of 320 total) are classified as food deserts
in the region, ranging from densely populated areas around
metropolitan areas—such as Asheville, Hendersonville,
Lenoir, Morganton, and Shelby—to rural, sparsely
populated places in Ashe, Cleveland, Jackson, Madison,
Mitchell, Rutherford, and Wilkes counties.
In 2013, 14% of households in WNC received aid from
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),
ranging from under 9% in Watauga to almost 22% in
Rutherford County.
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COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT:

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
The qualitative component of the research yielded several key findings about food security in WNC. These are categorized into four
sections: framing the problem of food security, barriers to healthy food access and food security, current assets to address food
security, and ideas to improve access to healthy food and food security. These results combine findings from the 24 participant
interviews and five community focus groups.

FRAMING THE PROBLEM:
FOOD INSECURITY AND HEALTHY FOOD AVAILABILITY
•

•
•

•

Food security was defined as access to healthy food
specifically, as well as having the necessary resources to
acquire healthy food.
Evidence of food insecurity was described based on observed
increasing demand for food assistance services.
Healthy food was defined in terms of specific food items (such
as fruits and vegetables and meat), “whole foods” that are not
processed, growing and production practices, and how food
is prepared.
Healthy food availability was not cited as a problem; instead,
access to this available healthy food was a key constraint.

CURRENT ASSETS:
ORGANIZATIONS, PROGRAMS, AND POLICIES
•
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•
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•

Respondents highlighted several successful collaborations
aimed at alleviating food insecurity among non-profit
organizations, churches, and government agencies, and
they desired platforms to increase these partnerships.
Many projects and programs were described as helping to
improve food security in the community, most commonly a)
emergency food programs deemed “vital” for addressing
federal supplemental food assistance shortfalls and b)
community gardens that help community members produce
their own food.
Policies to address food security were mentioned only
sparingly, with some respondents noting this as an area they
would like to learn more about.

BARRIERS TO FOOD SECURITY AND HEALTHY FOOD ACCESS
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Systemic poverty was noted as the “core” problem, particularly
as a chronic, not temporary condition. Poverty affects
household-level resources to acquire healthy food and creates
trade-offs between food and other daily needs.
Healthy food affordability was described as a barrier with many
respondents asserting that healthy food is more expensive than
unhealthy alternatives, although several interviewees thought
that this was only a perception.
Insufficiencies of subsidized food programs and assistance
were described, including shortfalls in public assistance such
that a growing number of community members rely upon the
emergency food system on a regular basis.
Organizational capacity and resource limitations to meet
growing demand for emergency food services were noted as a
barrier among emergency food service providers.
Cultural barriers and stigma, mostly around class and race
issues, were described as barriers to accessing the local food
system.
Transportation limitations were a barrier to accessing
available healthy foods, including challenges posed by public
transportation services.
Knowledge gaps were the most commonly cited barrier
among practitioner interviewees, including knowledge about
how to shop for and prepare healthy food, while focus group
respondents stressed affordability and transportation foremost.

IDEAS FOR IMPROVING FOOD SECURITY
AND ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD
•

•
•

Despite a long list of barriers to improving healthy food access
and food security, relatively few ideas were expressed to help
improve upon these problems.
The ideas that were identified to improve access to healthy
food and food security focused on education primarily
General ideas such as community and economic development
were noted by respondents, but specific ideas about these
concepts were not offered.

CONCLUSION:

LINKING TO WHOLE MEASURES AND NEXT STEPS

JUSTICE AND FAIRNESS
Food insecurity rates are higher than the national average in
WNC and demand for food assistance continues to grow in the
region. At its core, systemic poverty challenges the justice and
fairness of the food system, and resource-limited community
members note affordability and transportation as primary
barriers to healthy food access, which are ultimately linked to
poverty. Efforts to extend local food systems to all community
members are positive steps, but cultural barriers and stigma
related to race and class create challenges that must also be
addressed to create welcome environments for all community
members.

STRONG COMMUNITIES
Despite challenges to creating a just and fair food system, strong
communities in WNC help to address some of these concerns.
In each focus group, respondents asserted that they live in
communities where they are cared for and have support to help
meet their food needs. A strong base of organizations with a
willingness to collaborate is also a sign of strong communities,
although organizational capacity is an ongoing challenge. Although
an idealized community food system would not require emergency
food services like food pantries, in WNC, these services are viewed
positively as responses to pressing community food needs among a
growing proportion of the population that is food insecure.

VIBRANT FARMS
Despite overall declines in the number of farms across the
region, the last decade has shown remarkable growth of farms
that sell directly to consumers, both in number of farms and
revenue of these sales. Demand for food from local farms is
high in the region, and respondents asserted the importance of
supporting the viability of local farms. However, questions were
raised about the ability of “alternative” food systems to align
with the need for subsidized, affordable healthy foods demanded
by the emergency food system, including concerns about the
ability of resource-limited community members to access local
food options, particularly when these food items may cost more
or require alternate transportation to access.

HEALTHY PEOPLE
Healthy food is a cornerstone of a community of healthy people.
Our research suggested that demand for healthy food among food
insecure community members is high, and respondents asserted
that healthy foods were available where they lived. However,
availability does not connote accessibility, and key barriers to
healthy food access include the real (or perceived) higher price of
healthy food and transportation limitations that make accessing
stores, markets, and emergency food programs a challenge.
Practitioner interviewees expressed that there is a great need
for education about healthy food, although this viewpoint was
less common among resource-limited community members, who
instead emphasized affordability and other barriers. Emphasizing
healthy food education is one important facet of creating healthy
people, but innovative ideas that go beyond education to address
other healthy food access barriers are also encouraged.
THRIVING LOCAL ECONOMIES
Systemic poverty was a key barrier to food security discussed in the
qualitative interviews, as community members without sustainable
incomes are apt to require emergency food systems to meet their
nutritional needs. Several respondents described the importance
of spending money locally to support economic development, and
several local programs are aimed at developing skills to help expand
the local workforce to include more community members. A focus on
local economic development policy and other food system policies,
which was not prioritized by respondents in the research, may help
create local economies and food systems that benefit community
members of all classes.
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SUSTAINABLE ECOSYSTEMS
In pursuit of environmental sustainability, preservation and
viability of farms benefits the protection of open space. This
research did not emphasize the relationship between food
security and sustainable agriculture and natural resource
protection, although interviewee and focus group participants
asserted a desire to source foods produced without hormones,
antibiotics, and synthetic inputs, principles central to sustainable
agriculture (although their rationale was largely health, not
environmentally motivated). While there are a number of
organizations throughout WNC working to promote sustainable
agriculture and environmental stewardship, questions remain in
making the direct connection between community food security
and sustainable agricultural and natural resource management.

EX EC U TIV E S U M M A RY

In the conclusion to the WNC community food security assessment, we return to the Whole Measures to summarize the findings
and highlight next steps in the form of key questions for communities to engage and potential recommendations to consider.
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NEXT STEPS:
CONSIDERATIONS MOVING FORWARD
The implications of these findings can be articulated in
two overlapping ways to guide community-based efforts to
improve food security moving forward—key questions for
continued, impactful work and specific recommendations for
action.

Key questions for enhanced efforts to alleviate
food security
•

•

•

•
•
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•

10

•

•
•

Given the “gap” between federal food assistance and
adequate access to healthy food at the end of the month,
what realistic changes can be pursued to bridge this
gap? How does this gap affect the capacity of emergency
food providers?
What supply models are feasible to increase the
availability of in-demand fresh produce, meats, and other
perishable items for food insecure community members?
How do we reconcile the tensions between emergency
and local food systems, particularly in terms of access,
affordability, and cultural dynamics?
How do we foster healthy food venues and programs
culturally appropriate for everyone?
In addition to educational programs, what specific
projects and policies can the community pursue to
overcome substantial barriers to food security?
What specific structures are needed to bolster the
collaborative potential of food security stakeholders and,
importantly, how can we sustain those networks moving
forward?
How can organizations access funding to implement
new programs and services to better serve food insecure
community members?
How do we sustain subsidized healthy food programs
that are often grant dependent?
How do we identify, understand, and approach power
dynamics among organizations within our community
who share an overlapping interest in addressing food
security?

Recommendations
The following list of projects and policies provides potential
starting points for community stakeholders to engage
efforts to alleviate food insecurity in their communities.
Recommendations such as these are only useful when
stakeholders support them and are invested in their
outcomes, requiring not only community input but also
strategic leadership and collaboration.
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Increase efforts to integrate the diversity of advocates
and practitioners into viable, long-term collaborative
networks that honor the diverse approaches, skills, and
experiences of participants.
Inform practitioners of pertinent policy issues related to
food security, and provide training on ways to advocate
at the local and other policy levels.
Strengthen relationships with local government
and planning departments, particularly focused on
transportation needs of food insecure community
members, to identify workable solutions to better connect
individuals to healthy food venues.
Engage in open discussions about ways to approach
race and class barriers at food venues, particularly
farmers markets and other sites commonly associated
with local food networks.
Continue to prioritize food-based education and outreach,
particularly targeted in key areas of food shopping,
preparation, and home-growing, so long as demand for
these efforts is affirmed by community members.
Increase efforts to expand key healthy food assistance
programs that “get food to where people are,” including
mobile markets, backpack programs, and community
garden distribution models.
Increase the availability of EBT machines at farmers
markets and other local food venues to accept EBT.
Expand marketing and outreach efforts to promote these
programs to food insecure community members.

EX EC U TIV E S U M M A RY
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WNC Food Security Advisory Committee. Then, we provide background about food security in the region, drawing
from available data that was gathered, mapped, and summarized as part of this project. These quantitative

data provide context on food security throughout the WNC region and is publically-available through the National
Environmental Modeling and Analysis Center’s (NEMAC) WNC Vitality Index to provide a resource for other

community groups working in food security2 . In the subsequent section, we present a quantitative community
food security assessment as a core component of the research, targeted in three sample WNC counties—
Buncombe, Mitchell, and Yancey. Drawing from a series of 24 interviews with organizational leaders and 5 focus
groups with resource-limited community members, we present findings that clarify the complexity of food security,
barriers to achieving greater food security, community assets currently in place, and potential opportunities to
improve food security in the study area. The value of this mixed-method approach is to provide both standardized

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

This report proceeds with a brief description of the Appalachian Foodshed Project and the development of the

metrics and lived experience within the food system to form a clearer assessment of current food security
issues and the values community stakeholders have for alleviating this complex problem. This Whole Measures
approach3 was chosen by the AFP and WNC advisory committee as an orienting framework, and we summarize
the CFSA findings using key concepts from the Whole Measures, including key questions and recommendations
for communities to consider in the creation of a just and equitable community food system.
In addition to the community food security assessment, as part of this
project, the Appalachian Foodshed Project created a small grants
program to support organizations and ongoing programs and activities
working to improve food security throughout the region. These
Community Enhancement Grants empowered organizations
to implement and continue key projects aligned with the goals of the
Appalachian Foodshed Project. In sum, the project committed $78,000 to
five different organizations across three funding cycles. Throughout this
report, summaries of these five projects are provided in shaded pages
throughout the report.

In addition, we provide a brief list of additional resources in Appendix C.

http://www.wncvitalityindex.org/

3

Abi-Nader , J. et al. 2009. “Whole Measures for Community Food Systems: Values-Based Planning and Evaluation.” Community Food Security

Coalition (http://www.wholecommunities.org/pdf/WholeMeasuresCFS.pdf).
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T H E A P PA L A C H I A N F O O D S H ED P R O JEC T

The Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP) is a collaboration led by Virginia Tech University in partnership
with North Carolina State University and West Virginia University. The project comprises a team of
multidisciplinary researchers, staff, students, and community stakeholders in the Appalachian region of
North Carolina, Virginia, and West Virginia. The project was funded from 2011-2016 through the USDA’s
Agriculture, Food, and Research Initiative grants program (Award Number: 2011-68004-30079).
The AFP envisions a place-based food system that is resilient, accessible, affordable, and healthy for
Appalachian communities. In working toward this vision, the AFP committed to engaging stakeholders,
service providers, community workers, researchers, producers, and organizations involved in food systems
work in WNC, southwest Virginia, and West Virginia.
The AFP applies a foodshed concept to address issues of food security in West Virginia and the Appalachian
regions of North Carolina and Virginia. Similar to the concept of a watershed, a foodshed takes into account
everything between where food is produced and where it is consumed. This includes the farms and gardens
used to raise food, travel routes used to transport products, processing facilities, distribution (farmers
markets, brokers, retailers), and the restaurants, institutions, and homes where people eat.
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The AFP had four major objectives in the overall project across VA, WV, and WNC:
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1.

Create a place-based foodshed model with special emphasis on food accessibility and
affordability;

2.

Design and implement participatory community food security assessments;

3.

Develop, implement, and expand food system/ food security programs and curriculum;

4.

Implement a comprehensive, community-based evaluation of “Foodshed Security”.

The Appalachian Foodshed Project

food system that facilitate and enhance formal

a common agenda of priorities, discussed shared

Theand
AFP
envisions
place-based
food system that is measurements
resilient, accessible,
affordable,
and healthy
informal
work byacreating
across the project’s
three states,
and
a network
for Appalachian
communities.
In
working
towards
this
vision,
the
AFP
is
committed
to
engaging
facilitated ongoing university-community research
of organizations and individuals who
stakeholders,
service
providers,
community
workers,
researchers,through
producers,
and
collaborations
the life of
theorganizations
project. From there,
are engaging similar issues related to community
involved
in
food
systems
work
in
western
North
Carolina,
southwest
Virginia,
and
West
each state created its own advisory teams
to guide
development, economic viability, health and nutrition,
Virginia.
and
develop
their
own
place-based
community
food
food access, social justice, and agriculture. By working
security assessment, and the WNC effort is the basis

theaAFP
hoped to concept
build on thetohuman
Thecollaboratively,
AFP is using
foodshed
address issues
of food security in West Virginia and the
of this report. In addition, research partners developed
and
natural
resources
in
the
region
to improveand
access,
Appalachian regions of North Carolina
Virginia. Similar to the concept of a watershed, a
a regional community food security model, contributed
expandtakes
food security,
and enhance
food economies,
foodshed
into account
everything
between where food is produced and where it is
to the national Community, Local, and Regional Food
especiallyThis
in communities
beenand
underserved
consumed.
includesthat
thehave
farms
gardens used to raise food, travel routes used to transport
Systems cooperative extension community of practice
and areprocessing
economically vulnerable.
AFP works to(farmers markets,
products,
facilities,The
distribution
brokers, retailers), and the
(http://articles.extension.org/community_and_regional_
cultivate resilient
food systems
thewhere
region. This
restaurants,
institutions,
and within
homes
we all eat.
means creatively working with communities, farmers,
Thepolicymakers,
project hasnon-profits,
four major
andobjectives:
institutions to better
understand the food system and implement changes
1.
Create
place-based
foodshed
model
with
that have
longaterm
benefits for all
people in the
region.

affordability;

food_systems) , and developed a graduate-level college
course on food security. Information about these
projects and the community food security assessments
special
emphasis
foodare
accessibility
and
in Virginia
and Weston
Virginia
available at https://
localwiki.org/bburg/Appalachian_Foodshed_Project

In itsDesign
early stages,
AFP developed
a process model
2.
andthe
implement
participatory
community food security assessments;

TH E A P PA L A C H I A N F O O D S H E D P R O J E C T

The Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP) is a collaboration between North Carolina State
The AFP was
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West
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Figure _ : Appalachian Foodshed Project Process Model
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Figure 1: Appalachian Foodshed Project Process Model
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THE APPALACHIAN FOODSHED PROJECT IN WNC
In the spring of 2013, AFP Management Team held a series of convenings across the tri-state region (NC, WV,
and VA) to announce the opportunity for community stakeholders to collaborate on a Community Food Security
Assessment in each state. In WNC, stakeholders used this opportunity to prioritize, align, and leverage the many
efforts among organizations and individuals working in in the region’s food system—especially in underserved
and economically vulnerable communities —to improve access to healthy local food and expand food security.
To support this effort, the AFP convened a small group of regional leaders in August 2013. This leadership
committee chose to form the WNC Food Security Advisory Committee, recognizing the need for a backbone
organization in the region. The intention of a backbone organization is not to conduct projects, but to help
with coordination of strategy, communications, and developing shared measures and data. The group’s intention
was not to itself be a long term backbone organization, but to instead create a process for a future backbone
organization to guide programs aimed at improving the community food system by alleviating food insecurity.
Therefore, the group proceeded with a common agenda to:
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INCREASE AVAILABILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY OF SAFE, LOCAL, NUTRITIOUS AND CULTURALLY
APPROPRIATE FOODS FOR ALL PEOPLE IN WNC, SPECIFICALLY THROUGH:
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1.

Increasing bridging and bonding of food system networks to connect available resources for all people, for
example: education & policy initiatives, health & nutrition, youth & vulnerable population involvement

2.

Connecting farmers and growers to food insecure populations in economically viable manners

These two guiding objectives were derived from the multidisciplinary representation of the WNC Food Security
Advisory Committee that included cooperative extension, county health departments, non-profit organizations
working on food security, the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP), university researchers,
and community leaders. The WNC Advisory Committee emphasized the first guiding objective above as the primary
area of need in alignment with the larger AFP Community Food Security Assessment Initiative, which is central to
this report. The second objective, while deemed important by the committee, was set aside with the hope that by
increasing collaboration in the region with the AFP, opportunities to connect food producers with food insecure
populations would emerge for future implementation.

A Community Food Security Assessment (CFSA) is a collaborative and participatory process that systematically
examines a broad range of community food issues and assets to inform actions that make the community more
food secure4 . A primary objective of an assessment is to provide strategies for community-based solutions to
local matters of food security through coalition-building and promoting education and awareness. A CFSA is a
freeform process which communities shape according to the unique dynamics of their resources, challenges and
aspirations.
The WNC Food Security Advisory Committee sought to create a CFSA that provided new information about food
security in the WNC region to be incorporated into future planning, action, projects, and policies. As opposed to
providing specific recommendations, the WNC Food Advisory Committee aimed to share this information with the
wider community of food security organizations and advocates so they can work together through coalitions and
partnerships to address food security with the most investment and buy-in from the community. Food security
is a complex socio-economic problem without simple solutions. The purpose of the WNC CFSA is to
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COMMUNITY FOOD SECURITY ASSESSMENT IN WNC

establish the scope of the problem, identify extant barriers to and assets for improving
food security, and clarify key questions for communities to consider as they make
long-term strides to creating a more just and equitable food system.
This report is a culmination of that effort.

Cohen, B., M. Andrews & L.S. Kantor. 2002. “Community Food Security Assessment Toolkit.” US Dept of Agriculture Food Assistance & Nutrition
Research Program, EFAN-02-013.
4
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The CFSA is comprised of two key components. First, quantitative data was gathered to systematically
define the scope of the problem and provide baseline data about the community food system. Second,
quantitative key informant interviews with food security practitioners and focus groups with resource-limited
community members provided a narrative account to key questions about healthy food access and food security
from those close to it. By applying a mixed-method approach, the CFSA contributes both regional indicators and
trends related to food security and in-depth descriptive responses to pertinent questions about the topic, resulting
in a clearer picture of the scope of the problem, how practitioners and individuals experience food security “on
the ground,” and potential paths to improving access to healthy foods in WNC.
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foods in WNC.
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Whole Measures for Community Food Systems

As an orienting framework for the CFSA, the AFP in WNC (and Virginia and West Virginia)
applied concepts from the Whole Measures for Community Food Systems5. The Whole Measures
framework “is a values-based, community-oriented tool for evaluation, planning, and dialogue
geared toward organizational and community change” that “aims to elevate and inform dialogue
about the
central
values FOR
thatCOMMUNITY
truly matterFOOD
while
analyzing the impacts of [food systems] work and
WHOLE
MEASURES
SYSTEMS
activities.”
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of Security
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  2009.	
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  Systems:	
  Values-‐Based	
  Planning	
  and	
  
Evaluation.”	
  Community	
  Food	
  Security	
  Coalition	
  (http://www.wholecommunities.org/pdf/WholeMeasuresCFS.pdf).	
  
Although Whole Measures can entail a formal evaluation process of community and organizational
practice, in this project the concepts are used to describe current understandings of the community food
system in WNC, opportunities for organizations to work together to improve the food system, and key
questions to explore to better address the Whole Measures in the region.
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Quantitative indicators drawn from secondary
data sources are helpful measures to establish
indicators and trends related to food security. In
the following section, we provide a descriptive
overview of food security in Western North Carolina
(WNC), comparing trends in the region to the state
and nation accordingly. In addition, given the link
between food security and poverty/income levels,
we subsequently describe regional trends on
these topics. The two final sections incorporate
secondary data on both health and agriculture in
WNC. The information and description below was
gathered and adapted from the WNC Vitality Index,
a publically-available web-based resource designed
to provide useful information about the region’s
natural, built, human, and cultural environments6.
The Appalachian Foodshed Project (AFP) partnered
with the National Environmental Modeling and
Analysis Center (NEMAC7) at the University of North
Carolina at Asheville to provide new information
about food security in the region8 that would be
publically-available after the close of the grant
period in 2016.

around 220,000 people) were food insecure, meaning
they had difficulty providing enough food at some time
during the year for all their family members due to a
lack of resources. This figure is lower than the rate for
all of North Carolina (17%) but higher than the US as
a whole (14.5%) for that year10. As shown in Figure 3,
there are a number of counties above the state rate;
Cleveland, Rutherford, and Watauga counties had the
highest rate of food insecurity in WNC, each with 19%
of their respective populations living in households
classified as food insecure, followed by Graham (18.3%)
and Swain County (18.1%). The counties with the
lowest food insecurity rates were Henderson (13%),
Polk (14.2%), and Haywood (14.3%). In 2014, 14% of
households in the United States were food insecure,
an estimated 17.4 million households, meaning even
the counties in WNC with the lowest food insecurity
rates were above the national average. Food insecurity
in the U.S. jumped from 11.1% to 14.6% in 2008 9
(consistent with a downturn in the national economy),
and according to the most recent report from the USDA,
the prevalence of food insecurity has been essentially
unchanged in the United States since 2008.

FOOD SECURITY IN WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA
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Food security is defined by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) as meaning “access by all people at
all times to enough food for an active, healthy life9.” In
2012, 16.3% of households in the 27 WNC counties (or
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Figure 3 Food Insecurity Rate Among All Individuals 2012
6 http://www.wncvitalityindex.org/
7 https://nemac.unca.edu/
8 http://www.wncvitalityindex.org/human. See sections titled “food security,” “food deserts,” “food assistance needs,” “local food availability,” and “food
education” for AFP-sponsored metrics and summaries
the
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9 Coleman-jensen,
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childStates
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ld Security
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10 Through
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2012 county-level food security figures and maps, which are shown here, despite the more recent availability of 2013
food
child
estimate
The
only).
adults
the2012.
befrom
(it could
insecure
are food
vessecurity
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Carolina
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as
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date
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d
ty rate in WNC in 2012 was 28.1%, higher than the estimate

insecuri
child food insecurity rate of 26.7%. Both the state rate and the WNC rate are higher than the
national rate of children living in food insecure households. 21.6%. The regional counties with
the highest estimated rates of food-insecure children were Swain (33.1%), Alleghany and Clay
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11 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. “Food Deserts.” http://apps.ams.usda.gov/fooddeserts/fooddeserts.aspx (accessed
October 2014). According to the USDA, low-income communities have either (a) a poverty rate of 20% or greater or (b) a median family income at
or below 80% of the area median family income. Low-access communities are determined by the following criteria: at least 500 persons and/or
at least one-third of the census tract’s population live (a) for urban areas, more than one mile from a supermarket or large grocery store, and (b) for
rural areas, more than 10 miles from a supermarket or large grocery store.
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Figure 4 USDA Food Deserrts by Census Tract, 2013
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SUPPLEMENTAL FOOD ASSISTANCE AND
EMERGENCY FOOD PROGRAMS IN WESTERN
NORTH CAROLINA
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and children up to age five who are found to be
at nutritional risk. In North Carolina, WIC benefits
are distributed through the Department of Health
and Human Services, Division of Public Health. In
2011, statewide WIC assistance covered only 56%
of eligible women, infants, and children in North
Carolina, compared to 63% nationally 12.

Public assistance and emergency food programs (such
as food pantries) are the two primary mechanisms in
place throughout the U.S. to respond to both systemic
poverty and food affordability needs. The Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP—formerly
Emergency food suppliers, pantries, soup kitchens,
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Figure 5 Percent of Households recieving SNAP Benefits - 2013
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Figure 6 Poverty and Food Insecurity Rates in WNC - 2013

INCOME AND POVERTY IN WESTERN
NORTH CAROLINA
Food insecurity is strongly associated with income
levels—households with incomes near or below
the federal poverty line have food insecurity rates
substantially higher than the national average15.
When comparing food insecurity with poverty
rates at the county-level, the counties with higher
rates of food insecurity correlate with those having
higher levels of poverty, while those with lower
food insecurity rates have lower poverty rates.
This relationship in WNC is shown in Figure 6 by
examining the trend lines for both measures.

15 Coleman-jensen, M.P. Rabbit, C. Gregory & A. Singh. 2015. “Household Food Security in the United States in 2014.” ERR-194, US Department of
Agriculture Economic Research Service.
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Median household income in WNC is consistently
less than the United States and North Carolina and
has been growing more slowly since 1995. As Figure
7 shows, while the trend line in median income
in WNC mirrors the nation and state, the income

gap between WNC and state and national median
income levels has steadily increased. According
to the 2010 Census, the region’s median household
income was $37,190, almost 30% and 18% less than
the nation and state respectively. Although median
household income in WNC increased 31% between
1995 and 2010, North Carolina’s overall median
income increased 43% and the U.S. grew by 52% in
the same time period. These findings suggest that
income levels in WNC are growing at slower rates
than both the state and the country as a whole. And
even though income levels have increased in WNC
since 1995, the percent difference between the
lowest and highest median household incomes has
also increased, indicating a higher level of disparity
among the counties. In 1995 there was a 37%
difference between the highest and lowest median
incomes, compared to a 48% difference in 2010.
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Figure 7 Median Household Income 1995-2009
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Income is closely related to employment, and in WNC between 2000 and 2010, the size of the workforce
has decreased. About 46% of the population currently works, compared to 47% state-wide. In addition,
the region has consistently experienced a higher unemployment rate than the state as a whole over
the past 20 years. In 2010, the unemployment rate in WNC was 11.2% (compared with 10.6% for
North Carolina and 9.6% nationally), up considerably from 4.4% in 1990 and 3.9% in 2000. The highest
unemployment rate in WNC in 2010 was 16.1% in Rutherford County, and the lowest was 8% in Watauga
County. High unemployment is widespread throughout the region, as 18 of the 27 counties have a higher
unemployment rate during 2010 than the state-wide unemployment rate.
Poverty is an economic classification that refers to a condition where basic resources are lacking or
where income levels are considered unacceptable to meet basic human needs in a given society. High
poverty rates are often associated with high levels of unemployment and can indicate the extent to
which a community is economically distressed and unable to meet basic needs. In 2009, an estimated
16.6% of people in WNC were in poverty, compared with 15.7% and 14% in North Carolina and the U.S.
respectively. While the region has experienced poverty rates higher than the state or national level for
the past decade, this has not always been the case. In 1995, for instance, the poverty rate in WNC was
12.8%, lower than the state (12.9%) and national (13.7%) levels. The region’s fastest-growing county,
Henderson County, had the lowest poverty rate in the region, at only 12.2% in 2009. Rutherford County,
with the highest unemployment rate, also had the highest poverty rate at 21.3%.
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in 2009, compared to 29% in North Carolina and
36% in the U.S. 16, 17 As shown in Figure 8, in 2009,
rates of obesity in adults in WNC ranged from 23%
to 34%, with the lowest rates occurring around
Buncombe and Watauga Counties, including Ashe
(23%), Buncombe (24%), Henderson (24%), Polk
(23%), Transylvania (24%), and Watauga (25%).
The highest obesity rates were found in McDowell
(34%), Jackson (33%), Cleveland (33%), and Swain
(33%) counties. While obesity is less prevalent in
WNC than across the rest of the state or the nation,
its rate of incidence among adults has increased
from 2005 to 2009 by 15%, compared to a 22%
increase in the state. Childhood obesity in WNC is
comparable to North Carolina as a whole. In 2010,
the percentage of children aged 2-4 in both WNC
and North Carolina who were overweight or obese
was 32%. Alleghany and Graham Counties had the
highest childhood overweight/obesity rates in the
region, at 40.2 percent and 38 percent, respectively,
while Madison County (22.7 percent) and McDowell
County (22.2 percent) showed the lowest rates.
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The poverty rates for children under age 18 in WNC
are higher than those for the general population. In
2011, 28.5% of children WNC were in poverty, higher
than both the state (25.4%) and national (22.5%)
rates. The disparity between the general population
poverty rate and the child poverty rate follows
national trends and is attributed to the fact that
poorer families generally have more children per
adult than the population as a whole. For the region,
Henderson County had the region’s lowest child
poverty rate, at 22.8% in 2011. However, Rutherford
County – which had the highest general population
poverty rate – had a child poverty rate of 32% in
2011, which is lower than six other counties in the
region: Alleghany (32.7%), Clay (37.7%), Graham
(35.4%), Haywood (32.4%), McDowell (33.5%), and
Wilkes (35.1%). Poverty rates among the national,
state, and regional levels show significant and
steady increases since 2008, with the WNC region
having nearly three percent more of its citizens
living in poverty than the national average.

HEALTH IN WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA
Obesity is considered a widespread health problem
in the United States, linked to high death rates
caused by heart disease, stroke, cancer, and
diabetes. Adult obesity rates in WNC are less than
in the state and nation as a whole, averaging 28%

Percent of Adults with Obesity - 2009

16 North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services, Division of Public Health, State Center for Health Statistics.
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Figure 8

http://www.schs.state.nc.us/SCHS/
datelevels
unknown) of blood glucose resulting from complications in insulin
Diabetes
refers to having(access
high
17 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. http://gis.cdc.gov/grasp/diabetes/DiabetesAtlas.html (accessed January 5, 2016).
production or insulin action. Type 1 diabetes is typically diagnosed in children and young adults,
31
and only 5% of people in the U.S. with diabetes have this type, while Type 2 diabetes often
results from diet-related health and physical activity patterns18. Type 2 diabetes has been
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Diabetes refers to having high levels of blood
Physical activity, along with a healthy diet, is
glucose resulting from complications in insulin
recommended for reducing weight and managing
production or insulin action. Type 1 diabetes is
Type 2 diabetes. Although rates of physical activity
typically diagnosed in children and young adults,
in adults in WNC are higher than those in the rest
and only 5% of people in the U.S. with diabetes have
of the state, there are still many adults who are not
this type, while Type 2 diabetes often results from
physically active, and rates of physical inactivity
18
diet-related health and physical activity patterns .
are related to rates of obesity and diabetes. For
Type 2 diabetes has been associated with older
example, in Wilkes County, where 30.7% of adults
age, obesity, physical inactivity, race or ethnicity,
are physically inactive, the obesity rate is 30.2%.
and family history, among other factors. In 2009,
In Buncombe County, where only 19.6% of adults
the percentage of adults diagnosed with diabetes
are physically inactive, obesity and diabetes are
in WNC was 10.4% – slightly higher than the 9.8%
comparatively scarce20. County-level physically
reported for the state – and ranged from a low
inactive rates are shown Figure 9.
of 8.5% in Watauga County to a high of 14.4% in
Swain County. Many WNC counties with the lowest
percentage
adult diabetes
diagnoses
are also
where
onlyof 19.6%
of adults
are physically
inactive, obesity and diabetes are comparatively
20
the counties
with the lowestphysically
rates of obesity,
and all rates are shown Figure 9.
scarce
. County-level
inactive
have percentages equal to or lower than the state
rate: Alexander
(9.8%), Ashe (9.3%), Buncombe (9%),
Figure
9
Polk (9.6%), Watauga (8.5%), and Yancey (9.7%).
The WNC counties with the highest rates of adult
diabetes diagnoses were Swain (14.4 %), Cleveland
(13.2%), and Surry (13.1%). Like obesity, the adult
diabetes rate has increased in both North Carolina
and the WNC region between 2005 and 2009 – 16.8%
increase in WNC and a 20% increase in the state19.

Figure 9 Percent of Adults who are Physically Inactive - 2009

Agriculture
and Association.
Food Systems
in WNC
18 American Diabetes
“Diabetes Basics.”
http://www.diabetes.org/diabetes-basics/?loc=db-slabnav (accessed online January 5, 2016).
19 North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services, Division of Public Health, State Center for Health Statistics. http://www.schs.state.nc.us/

TheSCHS/
WNC
region
produces a diversity of agricultural products that range from Christmas trees,
(access
date unknown)
20
North
Carolina
Department
of Health and
Human
Services, crops
Division ofto
Public
Health, State
Center for Health
Statistics.
turf farms, and greenhouse
and
nursery
poultry,
livestock,
trout,
andhttp://www.schs.state.nc.us/
dairy to fresh
SCHS/ (access date unknown)
vegetables and fruits of all kinds. However, according to the 2012 USDA Agricultural Census,
WNC accounted for only seven percent of the state’s total cash farm income in 2012, down from
ten percent in 2007. Seven of the region's counties had aggregate negative farm income levels in

Steep slopes typical of the WNC region make it less
suitable for large-scale farming. In 2012, the average
farm size in WNC was only 91 acres, compared to 168
and 434 acres in North Carolina and the US respectively.
Throughout the last century, extractive industries and
increasing urban and suburban development have
competed with mountain farmers for the use of land.
According to USDA Agricultural Census data, WNC
continues to experience a loss in smaller, family-owned
farming operations—the region saw a five percent
decline in small family farms from 2007 to 2012. Despite
this overall trend, five counties—Avery, Clay, Mitchell,
Swain, and Yadkin—saw modest gains in the number of
small farms, here defined as those less than 50 acres.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Figure 10

The WNC region produces a diversity of agricultural
products that range from Christmas trees, turf
farms, and greenhouse and nursery crops to poultry,
livestock, trout, and dairy to fresh vegetables and fruits
of all kinds. However, according to the 2012 USDA
Agricultural Census, WNC accounted for only seven
percent of the state’s total cash farm income in 2012,
down from ten percent in 2007. Seven of the region’s
counties had aggregate negative farm income levels
in 2012—Graham, Jackson, Macon, Madison, Polk,
Swain, and Watauga. These counties reported net
farm income losses, both in total and on a per farm
basis (see Figure 10). Wilkes County had the highest
net cash farm income in WNC, followed by Alexander,
Yadkin, Cleveland, Surry, and Henderson counties. On
a per farm basis, only Wilkes and Alexander Counties
averaged more than $30,000 of net farm income in
2012. Fifty-five percent of WNC farmers had principal
occupations other than farming, slightly higher than
the state (51%) and nation (52%), demonstrating the
common practice of farms contributing to household
income as a secondary income source.

(28%), Madison (26%), Graham (25%), Haywood (25%),
Wilkes (24%), and Mitchell (20%) counties. In contrast,
though, the number of total farm operations remained
level in Caldwell County during the same period, and
five counties saw increases in the number of farms
between 2002 and 2012: McDowell (18%), Swain (13%),
Polk (12%), Burke (11%), and Alleghany (4%). At the
state-level, North Carolina experienced a 7% decline
and the nation a 9% decline during this period.

Q U A N T I T AT I V E I N D I C AT O R S

AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SYSTEMS IN WNC

WNC has long had traditions rooted in agriculture.
However, the total number of farms in the 27 WNC
counties has steadily declined across most of the
region during the decade 2002–2012, with significant
decreases in the number of farms seen in Yancey
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Figure 10 Net Cash Farm Income - 2012
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WNC has long had traditions rooted in agriculture. However, the total number of farms in the 27
WNC counties has steadily declined across most of the region during the decade 2002–2012,
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In response to concerns over the loss of agricultural
than both the state and nation as a whole. The 2014
land and its attendant cultural heritage, advocates
North Carolina Fruit and Vegetable Outlet Inventory
have pursued federal, state, and local efforts
found that the 27 counties of WNC host 231 farmer21
for farmland conservation
and agricultural
direct markets (see
Figure 11).
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markedly 21between 2007 and 2012. According to the USDA Agricultural Census, there was a
development . This effort has led to the protection
farmers markets, and cultural factors that may
39% increase in the number of direct retail operations during this time period, compared to a
of over 125 farms in the WNC region.
inhibit the shopping experience of some residents.
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the
27 countiesoperations
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host markedly
231 farmer-direct
markets
(see
Figure
11). 175%
and pick-your-own
increased
authorized
to accept
SNAP/EBT
increased
between 2007 and 2012. According to the USDA
(from 24 to 66 markets) from 2010 to 201322.
Figure
11Census, there was a 39% increase in
Agricultural
the number of direct retail operations during this
time period, compared to a 21% increase in the
state and 6% nationally. This yielded an increase in
direct retail revenue of 65% in the WNC, compared
to 9% in the state and 8% nationally. In other words,
direct foods sales in WNC has not only grown in
recent years, but it has done so at rates greater

Figure 11 Number of Farmers Markets, Farm Stands, and Produce Stands - 2014
21 These counties include: Alleghany, Buncombe, Cherokee, Clay, Haywood, Henderson, Mitchell, Polk, Surry, Swain, Transylvania, Watauga, and Yadkin.
22 Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project. Connect2Direct: Initiative Launched to Increase Farmers Market Sales and Local Food Access. Posted
October 20, 2014. Accessed April 2015 from: http://asapconnections.org/connect2direct/.

Nonetheless, farmer-direct outlets may not be accessible to everyone in WNC based on real (or
perceived) higher prices, transportation limitations to visit these markets, limited hours of some
farmers markets, and cultural factors that may inhibit the shopping experience of some residents.
In response, the number of farmers markets that accept SNAP payment is increasing and

Approximately 220,000 households in WNC are considered food insecure based on federal guidelines,
and the food insecurity rate in the region is higher than the national average (but slightly lower than the
state as a whole). Within the region, county food insecurity rates range between 13% (Henderson) and
19% (Cleveland, Rutherford, and Watauga). Food deserts are spread throughout the region including both
urban and rural pockets, and 14% of census tracts in WNC are deemed food deserts by federal standards.
Supplemental nutrition assistance is one measure to combat problems of food insecurity, and 14% of the
region’s population receives federal SNAP benefits. These findings can be linked to income, unemployment
and poverty levels in WNC, which are consistently higher than the state and national averages. The
agriculture sector has also demonstrated some decline in recent years, particularly a decrease in the
number of small farms and net income losses in some counties. In contrast, direct sales in the region have
grown remarkably in the past decade at rates higher than the state and nation, and an increase in farmers
markets and roadside stands that accept SNAP/EBT benefits suggests a positive trend for local agriculture
economies and an increase in access to local foods for all economic levels.
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These statistics and trends help provide context for a more in-depth analysis of food insecurity in the
region, and in the next section we present findings from qualitative interviews with people who work in the
food system to alleviate food insecurity and focus groups with resource-limited community members who
themselves may experience food insecurity.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Q U A N T I T AT I V E I N D I C AT O R S

CONCLUSION: QUANITITATIVE INDICATORS
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A primary goal of the Appalachian Foodshed Project in Western North Carolina was to provide a deeper
understanding of food security in the region from a community context. To accomplish this task, we developed
a qualitative research component to hear directly from individuals that work on food security issues in some
capacity and resource-limited community members about their experiences within the WNC food system,
particularly as those experiences relate to food security. This approach contextualizes the quantitative
indicators described above and provides insights into how food security and healthy food access are understood
and observed, barriers to achieving greater community food security, community assets dedicated to alleviating
food insecurity, and potential ways to increase healthy food access and food insecurity in the region. The
findings presented here include content from both the interviews and the focus groups.

METHODOLOGY
As part of the Community Food Security Assessment (CFSA) for this project, we applied two qualitative
approaches—key informant interviews with practitioners who worked for organizations and agencies with
programming aimed at improving food security in some capacity and a series of focus groups with resourcelimited community members. A targeted sample for both methods was chosen in three counties—Buncombe,
Mitchell, and Yancey County—for both conceptual and practical purposes. By targeting a subset of counties
within WNC, the interviews present a more robust understanding of food systems in specific places, as is
frequently the intention of the CFSA model and approach23. Ideally, these three counties are representative of
the region, with Buncombe serving as a sample ‘urban’ county and Mitchell and Yancey as representative ‘rural’
counties. In a practical sense, expanding the interviews and focus groups throughout all 27 WNC counties was
beyond the scope of project resources. However, we encourage communities to engage directed CFSA research,
including interviews and focus groups like these, in other areas of the region to address localized community
food security needs. In this way, we intend this methodology to be a model for others.
We conducted 24 key informant interviews with people who work to alleviate food insecurity, 12 in Buncombe
and 12 between Mitchell and Yancey County. The sample of interviewees was developed collaboratively by the
WNC Food Security Advisory Committee, and it was designed to include a broad base of practitioners across
non-profit, church-based, government, and educational organizations and agencies. Interviews were conducted
face-to-face in Fall 2014 (except two additional phone interviews in 2015), and lasted approximately 30 minutes,
covering 13 open-ended questions (see Appendix A). All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Subsequently, a team of two community participants and three academic partners collaboratively coded and
analyzed the interviews, identifying key themes across the interviews, with each team member contributing edits
and insights to the eventual findings, presented to the right.

23 Cohen, B., M. Andrews & L.S. Kantor. 2002. “Community Food Security Assessment Toolkit.” US Dept of Agriculture Food Assistance &
Nutrition Research Program, EFAN-02-013.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

To both inform and validate the findings from the practitioner interviews,
a series of five focus groups were conducted in the study area—three in
Buncombe County and one each in Mitchell and Yancey counties. Participants
in Buncombe Country were recruited by project partners that work in public
housing communities, and the focus groups were conducted in the communities.
In both Mitchell and Yancey Counties, participants were recruited by project
partners that provide emergency food services. In total, 58 people participated
in the focus groups, an average of 11.6 participants in each focus group. The
average age of participants was 42 years old, 91% were women, and 90% were
on public assistance. The lead author developed a focus group question guide
in consultation with the WNC Food Security Advisory Committee (see Appendix
B), and each session was facilitated by the NCSU research team. Focus groups
were recorded and transcribed and the analysis of the sessions presented here
was conducted by the lead author.
Throughout the findings below, several terms are applied to describe research
participants. Respondents is a general term to refer to either interview or focus
group participants, and we often note either interview or focus group respondents
in the text. When the term is used without specifying the data source, it refers
to both the interviews and focus groups. We refer to interview respondents in
several interchangeable ways, most commonly as interviewees or practitioners,
since they were selected to be interviewed based on their work to improve food
security in the community. Focus group respondents are sometimes referred to
as community members or focus group participants to distinguish them from the
interviewees in the research.

RESULTS
We present four categories of results below.
We begin with a section that frames the problem of food insecurity and
healthy food availability in WNC. This section includes discussion on
how interview respondents define food insecurity and any evidence
they provided of food insecurity being a problem in their community, as
well as interviewee and focus group participant definitions of healthy
food and its availability in their communities.

II.

The second section describes seven barriers to increasing food security
and healthy food access that emerged in the interviews and focus
groups: systemic poverty, healthy food affordability, insufficiency
of subsidized food programs and assistance, organizational capacity
and infrastructure, cultural barriers and stigma related to food security,
transportation, and knowledge gaps.

III.

The third section emphasizes community assets, describing
organizations, programs, and policies in the community aimed at
reducing food insecurity.

IV.

A final section presents respondent ideas to improve food security and
access to healthy food.
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I.

In most cases, responses
from the practitioner
interviews and focus
group participants were
similar, suggesting
validation of the claims
made across the
research. However,
in cases when the
responses differed
between interviewees
and community
members, these are
noted in shaded boxes
like this one throughout
the findings.
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FRAMING THE PROBLEM: FOOD INSECURITY AND HEALTHY FOOD AVAILABILITY
Since definitions and understandings of food insecurity may vary from person to person, our practitioner interviews
began by discussing the term “food insecurity” and evidence that it is a problem in their communities. Respondents
generally defined food insecurity in similar ways, and they drew from their experiences as service providers
to provide examples of its occurrence among clients of theirs. Access to healthy food was described as a key
component of achieving food security in WNC, and this section concludes with a discussion on healthy food
availability. From both practitioner and community member perspectives, healthy food is typically available in their
communities, but that doesn’t mean everyone has access to it.

Defining Food Security: Access to healthy food and the resources to acquire it
In its simplest form, practitioners equated food security with food access. By food access, interviewees referred to
food availability and food affordability—if food is not available and it is not affordable, an individual cannot access
it. More specifically, they asserted that to be food secure, one must have access to healthy food specifically. For
example:
I would define it as people are not knowing where their next meal is coming from but that meal
itself they don’t know whether it’s going to be something that will come out of a box or is it
going to be fresh and healthy. So my understanding is that they’re unable to afford nutritious
food and it’s not accessible to them. That defines somebody that is food insecure.
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As this quote suggests, food security means access to healthy food, and affordability is a key component of access
for some. From this understanding, as stated by several respondents, requiring aid or government assistance is
an indicator of food insecurity: “[Food insecurity is] if they don’t have access to enough resources to secure the
food to feed themselves and their families.” Having resources, particularly money to purchase food, was a key
component of achieving food security, and several respondents discussed all of these ideas in their definitions, as
this representative quote indicates:

40

My consideration of food insecure is if there are families, individuals who don’t know where
their next meal is coming from or don’t have enough money to plan a week of groceries. Who
don’t have the money or resources to access the food that they want, that is healthy. I think
there are plenty of people who put food on the table every week who are still food insecure
because they don’t have resources, knowledge, finances to get healthy foods.

Evidence of Food Insecurity in Western North Carolina
According to the USDA, food insecurity affects 16.3% of Western North Carolinians, including 15.4%, 16.6%, and
16.4% in the three CFSA focal counties, Buncombe, Mitchell, and Yancey respectively. Interviewees provided
detailed examples of their own observations of the high levels of food insecurity in the region through their daily
work. One recurrent theme was that demand for their emergency food services was often continual and increasing,
and some linked this observation to insufficient federal public assistance levels to meet client needs. Several
asserted that supposed economic recovery from the 2008 recession has not corresponded with less need for food
assistance, and others observed food insecurity beyond just those receiving public aid.

As another person noted, even though the economy has recovered to a degree, their services were still in high
demand as people must “make decisions whether they’re going to pay for the heating bill or they’re going to buy
food.” Several focus group respondents reiterated tradeoffs between heating bills and food choices. For example:
You plan your meals around [energy costs]. I cook with propane also and I heat with propane, so
I check my tank to see how much I’ve got, if I’ve got enough. And you know, if it comes down to
cooking or keeping my house warm at night, especially if it’s really cold, I’m going to choose to keep
my house warm, keep my kids warm. I can always pop some macaroni in the microwave and eat.
It’s a whole lot better than what happens having to go without heat because I have no propane,
which has happened.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

We began [this food pantry about a year ago] with roughly half of the clients that we have right now.
We are growing by at least ten new families and sometimes 15 a month. So we don’t know when
this is going to stop or if it’s going to stop because these are people that all have eligibility through
the food stamps program which means that they are at or below poverty level, the federal poverty
level. So you know it’s not just people coming and saying, “Gee I’m hungry,” but there’s evidence
that they are very low income.

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

The most common theme when citing evidence of food insecurity in their daily work was the assertion that demand
for their food-based services was rising. Many cited increasing numbers of clients as evidence to convey this point:

Other organizational interviewees linked demand for their services to insufficiencies in federal public assistance
programs like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or Women, Infants, and Children program
(WIC), which was described as not adequately meeting the needs of their clients:
Well we’ve noticed need, we’ve noticed a growth each year just, and mostly it’s a continuing need. And
then we’ve seen families who are continuously coming up short at the end of the month and needing
our assistance . . . It wasn’t too long ago they did that big food stamp cut and we saw that directly .
. .You get close to the end of the month and the next thing you know, you don’t have any money, you
don’t have any groceries. That’s what we have observed here.

In summary, practitioners not only asserted that food security is a concern in their communities but also indicated that
it is an increasing and chronic problem, one that can affect a range of people beyond those with the lowest incomes,
despite supposed recent improvements in the economy.
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As described here, despite the supplemental intention of public assistance, respondents observed chronic needs
that ultimately increase demand for emergency food. In addition, a few respondents extended their examples to
include a wider range of community members that may experience food insecurity, beyond those receiving public
assistance: “I know personally friends who sometimes wonder where they’re going to get all the money, people I
would consider middle class, who sometimes struggle to have enough money to buy healthy food for their family for a
month.”
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Healthy Food Defined
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As described above, a key component of food security according to
respondents was access to not just any food, but healthy food specifically.
Since there are many different ways to define healthy food, interviewees and
focus group participants were initially asked how they conceptualize healthy
food. In response, they offered a variety of healthy food definitions, often
noting specific nutrients (e.g. protein) or food items as healthy (e.g. salads).
Not surprisingly, these most commonly included fruits and vegetables, lean
meats, breads, and whole grains, and focus group participants keyed on fresh
produce and meats (as opposed to canned or frozen) most commonly.

Focus group participants
emphasized how food
is prepared as a key
component of defining
healthy food more so
than the practitioner
interviewees, who
tended to focus more
on specific food items.
This finding shows that
for resource-limited
community members
choices about healthy
food are not only made
when making purchases
but also when cooking
for their families.

Another approach to defining healthy food was to consider not just the food
itself but how that food is grown and processed as an indication of healthiness.
Here, the idea of whole foods was prevalent, set in contrast to foods that
are processed and include added chemicals, preservatives, or ingredients,
what one respondent referred to as “foods from their source” as opposed
to “prepackaged foods with high fructose corn syrup, added salt, and other
things.” Another interviewee noted healthy food as “whole, fresh, ‘real’ food .
. . in the whole form,” and they emphasis on fresh food was a key descriptor of
healthy food throughout the focus groups. However, a handful of interviewees
were careful to note that canned and frozen items, particularly fruits and
vegetables, are part of their healthy food definition, although particularly in the
focus groups, respondents noted that sodium and preservatives in these food
items could be problematic.
Several respondents in both the interviews and focus groups also discussed
growing and production practices as a key component of healthy food. In
these cases interviewees spoke both specifically with words like “GMO-free”
and “local,” and generally, noting healthy food as “sustainably-grown” or
produced with “responsibility to natural systems.” Focus group respondents
relayed similar definitions, and “organic” was a key point of emphasis,
although they added that the price premium for these products was a barrier
(see below). Health concerns related to hormones in meat products were
discussed specifically in each focus group.
In contrast, focus group respondents often emphasized how food is cooked
as their primary mode of determining its healthfulness, and avoiding fried
foods was the most frequent example. Overall, interviewees and focus group
participants presented several ways of defining healthy food from specific
foods to broad ideas of holistic health, with many points between. The primary
difference between the interviewees and focus group participants was the
emphasis on food preparation and fresh food as markets of healthy food.

In grocery stores I think there are a lot of healthy food options. As far as how accessible
those healthy food options are in grocery stores, that’s really a question for transportation,
how expensive those items are, versus the processed food items which tend to be a
lot cheaper. So as people are working on an extremely limited budget and they need to
make sure whatever they buy are things their kids are going to eat, they’re not going to
turn their noses up, they’re not going to get wasted, they’re going to be on the shelf of
the fridge without spoiling. It makes sense a lot of those choices might lean toward the
processed, prepackaged food. They’re able to get more of their families calories needs
with those types of food.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Despite the variety of ways healthy food was defined, interviewees and focus group participants generally
agreed that healthy food was available in their communities through both conventional grocery stores and
other outlets including farm stands, farmers markets, health food stores, and emergency food providers
(but not convenience stores). However, availability does not necessarily correspond with accessibility, and
several barriers were discussed that limit access to healthy food for food insecure individuals, which we
discuss in the following section of the report. Overall, respondents often replied to the availability question
saying something like, “Yes healthy food is available, but . . .” subsequently qualifying their response with
examples. As one person noted:

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

Healthy Food: Available does not Mean Accessible

In this example, it is acknowledged that healthy food availability is not a problem per se, but several barriers
to accessing this food are offered, including affordability, transportation, and family preferences. In other
words, healthy food might be available on the shelves, but that does not mean it is necessarily in the carts of
food insecure community members. In the following section, we describe several barriers to healthy food
access and food security in greater detail.

BARRIERS TO HEALTHY FOOD ACCESS AND FOOD SECURITY

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

Interview and focus group respondents were asked directly about barriers that may reduce pathways to
healthy eating and food security. Seven different types of barriers were identified across the research,
ranging in level from broad systemic patterns to individual-level challenges, including systemic poverty,
healthy food affordability, insufficiency of subsidized food programs and assistance, organizational capacity
and infrastructure, cultural barriers and stigma related to food security, transportation, and knowledge gaps.
This range demonstrates how complex food security is as a social, community, and individual problem,
since barriers to improving it are interrelated across a range of scales.
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Systemic Poverty: The “Core” Issue, “Band-aids,” and Stress
Interview respondents identified systemic poverty as an overarching determinant of food insecurity, at times acknowledging
that it as the “core issue” that prevents individuals from attaining greater food security. Systemic barriers to food security
identified in the interviews included changes in local economy, unemployment, federal assistance guidelines, and a lack of
good paying jobs, including a respondent who simply noted: “More people used to have more money.”
For those working with the food insecure, a key point of distinction was the difference between food insecurity as a chronic
not temporary state for those affected. While many food programs including food pantries and federal assistance are
designed to alleviate temporary food insecurity, those temporary fixes do not address the larger barrier of chronic, systemic
poverty, serving as “band-aids” according to some interviewees:
As much as I really believe in what [emergency food services] do, in a way it’s a progressive band-aid
approach. To grow food for and give food to the food insecure, it doesn’t really address the system. How
do we create a system where they are food secure? That’s more of a radical approach.
As shown here, respondents acknowledged that while they themselves actively worked in or supported emergency food
projects, these efforts do not typically address the core problem of poverty, and so long as people are in poverty, food
security will be an issue. For example, one interviewee concluded that her own food pantry “sometimes seems to just be
stopping the crisis not addressing all the issues.”
These examples were confirmed in the focus groups, as participants described their own challenges to create time to
cook healthy food. In one particular instance, there was strong reaction to the idea that their food decisions are not born
out of a lack of effort: “It’s not laziness, it’s tired. I work two jobs . . . I enjoy cooking meals, and I am far from lazy. I am never
home. So when I cook quick, it has nothing to do with lazy. I don’t have time to do home cooking.” Another spoke about the
difficulty of being a single mother and having “all these kids and food stamps don’t buy diapers and you have to go out there
and work first and second, third shifts, just to make ends meet. By the end of the day, you’re too exhausted to do anything . . .”
These examples demonstrate that while individuals make choices about the food they feed their families and spend their
time, poverty and the conditions associated with it are considerable constraints that create stress and impose constraints
not faced by members of society in higher income brackets.

Healthy Food Affordability
Since respondents characterized healthy food as a key component of food security, barriers to healthy food access also
manifest as barriers to food security. In each of the focus groups, affordability of healthy food compared to unhealthy food
was described as the largest and most important barrier to accessing healthy food. A majority of interview respondents
noted affordability as a primary barrier, although several added that it is only a perception that healthy food costs more,
demonstrating a lack of consensus on the issue. There is a subjective quality to discussions about healthy food affordability,
since respondents may be considering specific food items, growing practices or shopping venues as representative of
healthy foods more generally. However, while healthy food was often described as more expensive, many interviewees
also noted that food insecure community members can access healthy food through non-market channels and subsidized
programs, further indicating the complexity of questions around healthy food access and affordability.

As these responses demonstrate, often when healthy food affordability is discussed, it is done so in
reference to specific family or community or shopping venue examples.
Many respondents highlighted farmers markets as having healthy foods but not at price points that lowincome patrons could afford. This was the case even when noting certain markets that have EBT machines
to accept SNAP benefits: “The farmers market is not cheap. So you can use your EBT card, but you’ll get
a bag of carrots and that’s it. You’ve used your monthly allotment.” Another added that it’s about “bang for
your buck and being able to get as much as you can to last as long as you can . . . I’m not going to spend
$300-$400 going to the farmers market getting this much when I can go to the store and get three times as
much.” Focus group participants confirmed experiences such as these with farmers markets, often finding
them to be cost prohibitive: “I’ve been up to that [farmers market] and it’s usually locally-grown vegetables.
But it’s so high, it is outrageous because nobody that’s on a fixed income or housing can go up there and
shop. If you did you might get a bunch of whatever, just a bunch”

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

The problem is that, for example, this housing community is not considered a food desert
by USDA standards because there are health food stores nearby. That’s great, but
certainly the healthy foods available there[at high end grocery stores] are not affordable
to most people living in public housing.

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

For many interview respondents, healthy food was unequivocally not affordable. As one person noted: “No.
Flat no, it’s not affordable. I mean, [healthy food is] hardly affordable to people that have income.” Another
added that she “can’t afford it and I work 40 hours a week.” More specific conditions affecting healthy
food affordability were also presented, such as family size: “No, not at all . . . Very few vegetables and fruits
and things are available at a low price, especially for a family of four, five, or six.” Still another respondent
discussed healthy food affordability specific to the public housing complex where she works:

However, particular to the practitioner interviews, there was a lack of consensus on healthy food
affordability. Some respondents claimed that it was only a perception that healthy food was more
expensive. When discussing a farmers market, one interviewee stated: “I think it’s more a matter of
perception than reality. I think the reality is it can fit within most people’s budgets.”

It’s complex, and on a household by household basis. For some, and I don’t know the
percentage, retail healthy food is absolutely not affordable or accessible. For some,
it could be affordable if it were the only food that was purchased. For others, it would
require time and creative partnering or growing food, like a work trade.

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

As these examples demonstrate, assessing affordability is often in the eye of the beholder. Whether
people feel that healthy food is affordable to food insecure individuals is conditioned by comparisons of
market venues and food types; for example, one respondent described canned and frozen healthy food is
affordable relative to fresh, seasonal, possibly organic produce. Others acknowledged the complexity of
the affordability question directly:
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In contrast, focus group respondents resoundingly asserted that healthy food was
across-the-board more expensive than unhealthy food. When shopping for food, price
was the primary determinant of where respondents chose to shop and what they chose
to purchase. This opinion was described in comparisons between fresh produce and
canned or frozen produce, organic and non-organic items, special diet foods (e.g. glutenfree or sugar-free packaged foods) and non-diet friendly items, and more generally
between healthy and unhealthy snacks. As one participant noted: “Healthy food, like
fresh vegetables, is really expensive. They’re more expensive than canned vegetables
or anything that you find frozen or anything like that. And the fresh probably has more
nutrients in it and stuff than if you get canned. Fresh ones are just so expensive.” In
response, another added that “yeah, you can go and get potato chips and all that for
‘buy one, get one free,’ but you go buy a bundle of strawberries and you get like four
strawberries for $17 (in exaggerated tone).” Other participants voiced an interest in or
desire to purchase organic foods that they considered more healthy for them or their
families, but costs of these foods were prohibitive: “Going into the store, I’m going to
bypass the organic stuff, just so I can get more, because I have five children at home. I’m
not going to get the expensive stuff. I’m going to get the cheaper food and I can get more
for that and make sure they’re eating.”
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Focus group participants
strongly believed that
healthy food was not
affordable compared to
unhealthy food items,
and they provided
numerous examples.
Some interviewees, on
the other hand, believed
it was only a perception
that healthy food was
more expensive.

However in some cases, respondents asserted that healthy food affordability concerns
can be overcome through programs that work through non-market channels. One
example was work-exchanges: “The community gardens are definitely a place where
those healthy foods are affordable because it’s a trade on time. So there’s not actually
an exchange of money.” For others, difficulties affording healthy food highlighted the
importance emergency food programs as key source for healthy food. Focus group
respondents affirmed emergency food providers as a source of healthy food. Particular
to Asheville, “pop-up” markets in their housing communities that provide free food
boxes to community members through MANNA’s food bank were held in high esteem,
particularly as sources for fruits and vegetables, as well as other foods. As one
participant noted about the pop-up, “Usually when I go to the store, I can knock bread,
some vegetables and fruits off my list. I can knock some drinks off my list, if the pop-up
has those. So [that’s good].” As another participant relayed, emergency food programs
help to reallocate food resources to other items:
If it wasn’t for the local food boxes that I go through every month-- because
I have to save my food stamps for, like, flour and sugar and meat and
cheese and butter, things I can’t get through the pantry and other programs
They give me all my canned foods, like, my corn and my greens, and my
peas and stuff. It’s important, too, and that’s-- those programs pull me
through. I could not do it without them. I honestly do not think I could do
without those programs.
Taken in sum, programs like these are ways that individuals can overcome affordability
concerns. However, as noted in the poverty section above, for some low-income
community members, added constraints of multiple jobs and children can limit access to
these types of programs. Although they may not require financial resources, human and
time resources are still necessary to access these options.

Insufficiency of Subsidized Food Programs and Assistance

Many of the families I work with have a week every month that they don’t have any type of
food assistance coming in, they don’t have any additional resources from the government,
and they don’t have any income coming in from a job. What happens during that week is
people go hungry; people visit shelters, emergency pantries, soup kitchens. And that is
extremely food insecure.
Facing shortages, families receiving public assistance can find themselves in precarious positions, forced to
choose which necessities to prioritize:

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Several practitioners specifically commented on government aid as a supplemental effort to alleviate
food security among their clients that falls short. As some noted, efforts like the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) are intended to be supplemental, so families without much income chronically
have a week or two each month where they are out of money and food:

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

Although, respondents acknowledged the importance of both public assistance and emergency food
programs, they also identified several limitations that affect these types of programs’ ability to address food
security. The first barrier was the belief that federal entitlement programs like SNAP and WIC do not go far
enough to assist low-income community members, and the second related to challenges experienced within
the emergency food system to access desirable, healthy food items.

[Public assistance] is put in place but there’s some gaps that don’t allow families to get
what they need from it, at least that’s what I hear from families. And often food stamps is
what gets traded for money so I can pay my electric bill because I’m not going to get what
I need from food stamps anyways.’ I know that’s not the intent of the program, but it’s what
families need to do sometimes.
As this quote indicates, the challenge of such a supplemental program is how families attend to the resource
gap which these programs are not designed to fill, particularly in light of chronic, as opposed to temporary
poverty and food insecurity.

We feel like we need to be distributing protein each time that we have a distribution and
there have been times when we have not distributed protein because we don’t have it. So
there needs to be vegetables, there needs to be certainly protein, we’d like for there to be
some fruit but generally we don’t have fruit. We don’t have milk, eggs, or cheese because
we don’t have refrigeration in order to keep those things.

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

Emergency food providers play a vital role in bridging the gap created by insufficient supplemental aid, even
though these providers are often aware that their work may not truly treat the root causes of food insecurity.
Although respondents noted their commitment and attempts to provide healthy food as often as possible,
they still encounter barriers within the emergency food system. For example, several commented that in their
experience, emergency foods are not always healthy, and they have had experiences where they received
higher quantities of unhealthy food than they desired to distribute. In other cases, respondents reported that
they could not always get desired and in-demand food items from food banks, with several particularly noting
the shortage of meat protein:
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Focus group participants generally spoke positively about the food items they
were able to source through pantries, but their experiences also confirmed that
perishable fresh food items such as meats and produce were not always available
in the quantities they desired. Meat protein was a chief concern, asserting that
meat prices in grocery stores were often expensive and difficult to afford.
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A focus group including the Hispanic population in the rural study area presented
additional challenges related to the insufficient supplies of fresh food items through
emergency food programs. For these respondents, the canned and dehydrated
food items were often turned away as they only desired fresh foods or items
traditional to their culture: “Sometimes they give out American food that we don’t
like, but when they give out corn flour and rice, that we do accept.” Another added
in response: “I haven’t gone [to the food pantry] because of what she said, they
give away more cans. At home what we use is rice, beans, corn flour, soups,
and pastas, but when they say they’re giving out food, it’s canned goods and stuff
we’re not used to.” Practitioners working with Hispanic clients confirmed this
experience, adding that they are often challenged to source fresh foods for their
clients, particularly in winter.

Despite interviewees
examples of
insufficiencies in the
emergency food system,
focus group participants
often spoke highly of the
quality and assortment
of healthy foods they
could source through
these channels. One
key exception was the
Hispanic focus group,
where those participants
adamantly voiced
criticisms of canned
or dehydrated food
items they had received
through pantries.

One interview respondent described her organization’s interest in trying to source
foods directly from farms and local food sources, but their ability to do this was
limited: “The problem [with sourcing local food] is the quantity and the amount
that we have to have. In one county alone we serve 91 families. So getting fresh
food that is all consistently the same in the time frame that we need it has been
a little bit of a challenge.” Finally, interview and focus group respondents spoke
positively about farmers markets that had the capacity to accept EBT payments
to increase access to healthy foods for people on public assistance. However,
a perceived limitation was the high cost and availability of machines that accept
EBT, resulting in some markets (particularly in the rural study areas) not offering
this service. Along with several other barriers (see below), a lack of EBT machines
at farmers markets limited access to these venues for low-income shoppers.
Barriers such as those described in this section ultimately overlap with a broader
challenge related to organizational capacity and infrastructure that limits the ability
of emergency food providers to meet client needs.

Organizational Capacity: Resource Limitations to Improve Food Security
One of the barriers to greater food security discussed in the interviews related
directly to the needs of service providers themselves. Several interviewees
noted they were part of small, volunteer-based organizations without a lot of
resources to address needs. As food providers, these resource limitations affect
organizations’ ability to supply certain foods. In addition, although these small
organizations had a desire to coordinate and collaborate more closely with other
similar organizations, as volunteer groups with limited resources, their capacity to
collaborate was limited. Finally, as noted above, several respondents noted a belief
that organizations cannot always afford the high costs of EBT machines to accept
SNAP benefits at farmers markets.

As the quote suggests, while volunteerism is a great resource, the organization still requires money, relatively
small quantities, to serve its clients, which is a barrier that will influence the long term sustainability of the
program. In other cases, they described how resource limitations affected the infrastructure they use to offer
services. For example:

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

So that we are to do is to go out to other stores and to other resources and try to find
food for our people. Well, we don’t really have the volunteers to be able to do that. We’re
barely able to cover what we’re doing right now, let alone have volunteers go out scouting
for food. We, in order to get it, have to pay, if nothing more, a huge fee for delivery. So
delivery, I was looking at bills yesterday and for serving 357 people the last distribution,
our bill was $857. Now that’s a lot of money. Most of which is delivery fees. But it’s a lot of
money for a church, for three very small churches to be able to manage to pay. And as far
as sustainability is concerned on a long range bases, I don’t know. Because we continue
to grow and we continue to order more food and our bills continue to be higher so, you
know, what do we do? Do we at some point end the line? Because there’s always a huge
line of people lined up on distribution day. Do we say, okay right here, this person on this
side gets food but nobody behind gets any food?

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

In several interviews, respondents noted that their organizations were limited in what they could provide
for clients, be it more programs, more food, or other services not related to food they deemed important for
the overall wellbeing of their clients. Even when working with lower cost or donated food, the resources to
recruit and manage volunteers, pay delivery fees, and meet client demand were articulated as challenges. The
following quote from a food pantry provider about the difficulty of finding adequate sources of donated food is a
representative example:

Sometimes when [our families] come to us and they say ’Well, do you have any bread
or eggs, other stuff like that, milk?’ And we don’t have it because the day that we get
everything, we give it out on the same day, because we only have one freezer. We don’t
have a refrigerator. We don’t have a way to keep all that stuff.
Here the organization is able to access desirable healthy foods for their clients, but the lack of storage is
a barrier to the quantities and convenience with which they can provide them. Refrigeration was a key
component among several respondents. Without the ability to keep certain healthy foods longer, they are
challenged to accept these items without incurring food waste.

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

Interviewees generally spoke positively about opportunities to collaborate with other organizations to
better serve clients facing food insecurity (described below in more detail). However, as small volunteer
organizations, their capacity to meet together and organize their efforts, going beyond the regular service
provision they already provide, is a barrier. They noted that collaboration requires leadership and resources to
construct systems for working together. The desire to do this was clear, but as one respondent clearly stated “I
think [collaborating] could be more organized but everybody is short on staff and time and we do what we can.”
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M O U N TA I N W I S E
MountainWise works with the eight westernmost counties (Cherokee, Clay, Macon, Swain, Jackson, Graham, Haywood, and
Transylvania) of North Carolina to provide opportunities for physical activity, access to local fresh fruits and vegetables, support
for tobacco-free places and access to services for chronic-disease management. Recently, in one of their service counties,
MountainWise conducted a survey to almost 100 clients at Haywood County Health & Human Services Agency (HCHHSA) about
a potential “Double your Bucks” program at the farmers market. Of the clients surveyed, almost 60% of participants did not know
where local farmers markets were located and many were not even aware Haywood County had a farmers market. For those
aware of the farmers market, the most cited reason for not visiting the farmers market was expensive food. Nearly half indicated
that they are not able to purchase enough food to feed their family each month even with the SNAP food assistance. Because
MountainWise is committed to building healthier communities, especially through more affordable fruits and vegetables, the
WiseBucks project was started.
MountainWise received a Community Enhancement Grant from the Appalachian Foodshed Project to implement the “WiseBucks
Project,” which served as a pilot program implemented at the Haywood Historic Farmers Market. The goal of the WiseBucks
project was to increase the ability of low-income consumers to access and afford local fruits and vegetables. WiseBucks
provided incentives for healthier eating for Food and Nutrition Service clients, which directly benefits low-income families/
individuals, local farmers, and the local economy. SNAP users swiped their SNAP/EBT card at the Haywood Historic Farmers
Market for any amount over $5 and received an additional $5 in WiseBucks, for a maximum of $10 in WiseBucks a day per
customer. The incentive dollars are only to be spent on Haywood grown fruits and vegetables sold at the Historic Haywood
Farmers Market. In addition to the WiseBucks program, MountainWise provided outreach about the farmers markets and
WiseBucks program with Buy Haywood, Division of Social Services, Cooperative Extension, faith based organizations, and food
pantries by posting flyers and educational materials on how to use SNAP cards at the market. They also conducted evaluations
with the farmers market and participants to improve future programs. The hope is that this WiseBucks project will serve as a
model for how other farmers markets in the region can increase the ability of low-income consumers to shop at the farmers
market and consume more local fruits and vegetables for a very low yearly budget.
For more information about MountainWise, visit their website: http://mountainwise.org/

While providing EBT machines was viewed as a positive step for increasing access to healthy foods,
several respondents in both the interviews and focus groups were careful to note that cultural barriers and
experiences of stigma may limit access to some food venues. These types of challenges, often extending
beyond food access, are described in this section and relate to issues of class, race, and culture more
generally.
Speaking from a broad level, several interviews described race and class as core issues related to systemic
poverty. For example, one emphasized the need to ultimately address classism and racism to prevent food
insecurity, as these were noted as the “real reasons why people are walking around here without food.” She
elaborated that current food policies do not adequately address these core issues, instead promoting a system
of “band-aids” that do not directly address the issue, concluding “when classism and racism is not addressed,
you will always have those barriers that come between hunger and food insecurity.”

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Cultural Barriers and Stigma Related to Food Security

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

Another organizational limitation was the inability to purchase EBT machines at smaller, non-traditional
venues that sell fresh food. Particularly in the rural areas, many respondents reported that to the best of their
knowledge, organizations were unable to afford EBT machines at some markets. As one interviewee stated:
“The tailgate market has not been able to make [EBT machines] happen. The barriers to them making EBT an
option are too large for them to surmount as a volunteer organization.” In the urban area, a food retailer also
reported that for her organization, the high cost of the machine was a barrier, and to overcome this, she shares
an EBT machine with another vendor who markets on different days. In other cases, particularly in Asheville,
EBT machines were more readily accessible, particularly at farmers markets, while smaller rural markets may
struggle to make this service available to low-income shoppers.

Culture also manifested in other ways, as several other respondents noted that efforts within local food
movements may be at odds with the desire to improve food security. From this vantage, great emphasis is
understandably given to the well-being of farmers, but there is a tension between increasing farmer incomes
and serving low-income community members that cannot always afford these food options:

Another added that, “In the food movement, we’re all talking about good food and selling to these high end
restaurants and when you reflect on that, you start to really see that there’s this huge rift in society.” In
these quotes, there is a sense that movements geared to changing the food system may not be adequately
addressing the needs of the food insecure population among other priorities. However, throughout the
interviews, respondents also stressed the importance of supporting farmers and hopes that farming remain
viable, and the overall content suggests a deep-seeded challenge in reconciling the values and needs of both
the alternative and emergency food systems.

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

What I have observed is that there’s been more focus on farmers and farmers having
livable wages versus getting that food that farmers are growing to the families that they
should be getting it to... Farmers should be getting paid what doctors get paid. They most
definitely should, but when you shift all your focus onto just that, and you’re not even
thinking about . . . how we can get the food to the tables of those people in the greater
community that needs to have access to it?
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Cultural barriers were also discussed in specific reference to programs and projects designed to help low-income
consumers access healthy food, most notably farmers markets, including those equipped to accept EBT payments.
Particularly in one of the urban focus groups, several respondents conveyed this experience of feeling unwelcomed:
I think it comes down to cultural barriers. I think there’s a certain perception among community
members who live in low-wealth communities that ’that isn’t for us, that’s not where we go to shop,
that’s not where we’re welcome to shop.’ In fact, sometimes people will relay experiences they had
where they were made to feel unwelcomed . . . It’s a huge step forward that the markets are able to
accept EBT, but now we need to tackle the more subtle issues.
Here, the key focal point of cultural exclusion was class, conveyed in the use of the EBT card. In response, another
participant was careful to clarify her own farmers market experience that also included racial stigma:
Well, one of the things that I experienced at one of the farmers’ markets, first of all, I think I was the
only black person there, me and my friend. Because I was using my EBT, I had some interactions
where I was just like . . . it took dealing with people maybe that don’t understand that they are being
aggressive in the way they’re dealing with you based off the color of your skin. I think it’s a very real
issue for me . . . I’m going to say this area has a high level of rural poverty. Urban poverty is black
folks and people of color. Rural poverty is white people. So my thing is that if you’re accustomed
to white people and poverty, then I don’t expect you to treat me any different with my EBT. You see
what I’m saying? It’s not the EBT, I don’t think. It’s me and the EBT.
Beyond farmers markets, another person noted that a barrier for community gardens relates to “a lot of these
communities being African-American, they have a stigma against this land-based kind of work because of the history
of slavery. So that’s a huge kind of hurdle; it’s so ingrained and so deep and so painful.” However, in the Hispanic
focus group, respondents wanted a community garden, and not being able to grow some of their own food in the US
was a challenge to the cultural food ways they grew up with. As this example and the others above suggest, projects
and programs aimed at addressing food security must also incorporate a level of cultural competency, awareness,
and understanding that one-size-fits-all solutions may alienate some community members, and cultural needs often
vary community by community.
One final discussion of culture more common (though not exclusive) to the rural study area was the cultural ideal of
self-reliance. One respondent linked this idea to “pride,” as “they would rather, some of them, go hungry than ask
for help.” Another interviewee associated self-reliance with a cultural idea of being able to survive without needing
outside support:
I think [food security] is a very unrecognized issue because I think there’s a lot of things that
stand in the way of people letting [other] people know that it’s insecurity. And I work primarily
with young families but even the elderly, even though they get the meals on wheels, I still think
there is a big lack there, and I think in this [rural] area we’re taught to survive, and a lot of times
I think that people are afraid to let other people know they’re not surviving. I think it’s in house,
take care of your own. And I think that there’s so many people and so many families that there’s
need, so many need help with food, stretching their dollar, that they’re afraid to ask and people
are going hungry.

Transportation was a noted barrier to better food access among both the urban and rural respondents in the study.
Although public transportation is available in both the urban and rural study areas, respondents discussed some of
its limitations for food access. Particularly in rural counties, where many people rely on private transportation, winter
is especially challenging given the mountainous terrain, distance to food venues, and unreliability of private vehicles
without four-wheel drive. Overall, points of emphasis regarding transportation differed, as the rural respondents
focused more on distance to venues to access healthy food, while the urban discussed transportation barriers in
regards to public transportation.
Public transportation was noted by many respondents as a helpful resource for food insecure individuals; however,
they still believed that transportation was often a challenge, particularly when affordable stores are not located near
low-income communities:

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Transportation
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0In summary, the interviews demonstrate that class, race, and cultural concerns influence how people interact with
the food system. When awareness and concern of differences across these issues are not prioritized, feelings of
stigmatization, of “otherness,” pose significant barriers to creating a food security for all community members. These
factors - class, race and culture - inform an individual’s and community’s identity and highlight the importance of
involving diverse community stakeholders in system -level and programmatic decision-making, be it to address food
insecurity or any other complex social problem.

Public transportation in our city presents this whole other realm of barriers because it can be a
whole day affair to get to a grocery store and back home if you’re on a bus. Not to mention if you
have children in tow, multiple bags you’re taking with you. That’s a large barrier. Even though there
are affordable, healthy food options in grocery stores in our area, those stores where they’re
available are not necessarily totally accessible to everyone.
Another interviewee from the rural study area carefully noted that public transportation is often helpful, “but
unfortunately transportation only runs until a certain hour and not after hours. That becomes a barrier.” As another
respondent suggested, a response to the lack of affordable stores is more shopping at convenience stores, which may
not only lack healthy food options but also be more expensive, with particular attention to stretching SNAP dollars.

I like to get my canned goods from the [discount grocery], because they’re cheap. I like to get
my meats at [another store] because they’re good and cheap and they’re not normally as brown
as some of the stuff you find at the main supermarket. I like my fresh veggies pretty much from
[supermarket]. It’s the only place I like them from. They’re the freshest.
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Focus group participants discussed added transportation challenges based on the frequent practice of shopping at
multiple stores, as opposed to getting their groceries at just one venue. In each focus group, respondents indicated
that go to multiple stores as a strategy to maximize the quality of food for the lowest price, as in their estimation, some
stores have better quality and prices on some items but not others. As one participant described:
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This focus on finding the best mix of price and quality was also displayed in the Hispanic focus group. Most of
these participants indicated that they traveled 90 minutes away some weekends to access a flea market where
they could find produce at lower price points and affordable fresh meats cut and packaged based on their
preferences.
In many cases, focus group participants reported that they drive themselves, ask family, neighbors or friends to
drive them, or pay someone in their communities to drive them to the store, since public transportation presents
limitations. Although public transportation in both the urban and rural study areas provides access to the store,
the time it takes to ride the bus and make transfers, exacerbated when prioritizing multiple stores, combined
with the challenge of carrying many bags or toting children presents a barrier. However, for some, particularly
in Asheville, the bus is the primary mode of transportation despite, as one participant stated, travelling with
“bags full of groceries, at least ten bags in each hand, with three kids and trying to cross three lanes of traffic”
but “mothers do what they have to do in order to get things settled.”
In addition to the challenges of getting to stores, transportation can also be a barrier for pantry access:
I have a lot of folks call me and say “hey I want to come to the pantry tonight but I don’t
have gas to get there. What am I gonna do?” And so then it’s trying to search out if they
can get a bus ticket, can they afford a bus ticket, can I find them a pantry closer to them
they can maybe walk to safely. So I think that that’s our biggest thing is transportation.
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This quote also communicates that even if someone has their own private transportation, the costs associated
with travel can be a barrier, like affording gas. In other interviews, respondents relayed similar experiences
around other food access programs and venues, including community gardens, farmers markets, and
educational opportunities aimed at healthy food cooking.
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Interviewees from rural areas highlighted the difficulty of store distances for some clients, and winter presents
an added challenge: “Now the grocery stores, they are pretty bit away . . . Not many people can get out of here
in the winter.” Another added:
Because we’re in the mountains . . . winter time is particularly difficult for food insecurity
around here, because even if you could—even if you had the transportation to get to the
grocery store, often you can’t get to the store. There are times we’re in our homes for a
week at a time. So unless you’ve done some really good preparation, you don’t get to the
grocery store.
As several others noted, these problems are particularly troublesome for community members who do not
have four-wheel drive vehicles to navigate mountain roads in the winter time, including several focus group
participants. Even when it’s not winter, for community members living further away from population centers,
the distance to stores is a challenge that requires planning and resources to overcome.

Many organizations involved in this research dedicated some of their efforts to education, either specifically
on food-related issues or as part of broader emphases on health, wellness, and other topics. These
interviewees were clear in their perspective that individual knowledge about healthy food and how to access
it was a significant barrier from their experiences working with clients, and more education was commonly
cited as a specific area of need. Respondents discussed knowledge gaps in their interviews in two
overlapping ways—how to cook and how to shop for healthy food.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Knowledge Gaps
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One additional barrier related to transportation and rurality was noted by an interviewee who has sought
outside funding for food access programs through USDA and other agencies. His experience and concern
was that even when offered to rural communities, these programs are difficult to implement because they
are often based on urban models not suited to rural conditions. For example, projects that involve creating
central activity sites for access are challenging in rural areas due to transportation limitations, and efforts to
distribute food boxes are hamstrung by the time and costs associated with deliveries. From this perspective,
food insecurity in rural areas is more difficult to address not only because of transportation barriers but also
difficulties in working with agencies to overcome these barriers: “That’s where my settling block is right
now—how to finesse, how to talk, how to get an end road to these agencies who do have funding in place.
It works great in urban areas, but how to get them to understand and be open to figuring out how to do it in
rural areas. I feel like that’s a huge barrier.” As this example suggests, barriers often overlap, and in this
case transportation limitations in rural areas are linked to a broader challenge associated with programmatic
infrastructure.

First was the assertion that many low-income consumers may not know how to cook and eat healthy. As
one respondent noted: “Often we see the issue of ‘I would love to cook healthier but I don’t know how; I
don’t know what to do with that produce.’ People feel more comfortable often with the canned or frozen
options, which makes sense. So I think education is a barrier.” In a similar vein, another respondent added:
“So the thing is mindset, ok first of all it’s education, being able to educate folks about cooking. As a society,
everything is more upbeat. ‘I need to get something done fast. I can get microwave dinner, I can get frozen
pizza. I don’t have to stand over a stove all day. I don’t have time anyways.’ So I think the mindset has
changed.” Another linked education to demand for healthy food:
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The demand isn’t there anymore for fresh, healthy food basically. As a society we’ve
become addicted to carbs and sugars. So to start to say `ok, let’s put a farmstand out in
this food desert and people will come, we’ll have amazing results.’ Most people are like,
`What’s that? I don’t know how to do that.’ So the demand side of things, the education side
of things, is where I feel like it needs to start.
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As these quotes show, knowledge gaps can be interrelated with cultural shifts away from cooking in general
and preferences for unhealthy food, as well as affordability constraints, described here:
We know that families who receive food stamps or EBT that it’s a mindset. So first of all
being able to change mindsets because you want to get more bang for your buck. So
you’re not getting the healthiest foods . . . The cheaper stuff, it’s affordable, so being able
to train and educate folks on what’s healthy, how to eat healthy, how to even spend your
money, to get better bang for your buck for healthier stuff.
Related to this last quote, a second educational barrier identified by respondents was knowing how to shop
for healthy food, and particularly how to manage a food budget conducive to buying healthy food or “learning
how to shop and make the most with what you have” as one person described. One respondent gave a specific
example about grocery stores: “But then [some shoppers] don’t even know, for example, that the healthier foods
are on the outside of the store. So most people shop on the inside of the store where the sugars are.” Another
respondent added that some “don’t know how to stretch or what products to buy to be able to stretch that are
healthy and it’s very limited in what it is. Here again, knowledge gaps are exacerbated by concerns with healthy
food affordability. But, according to one respondent the assumption that healthy food is more expensive is itself
a knowledge barrier:
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I think there’s maybe a misunderstanding of cost. I think folks automatically associate
healthier foods with more expensive, and that’s not necessarily always true. So I think that
it’s honestly just a learning curve. I think the foods are there but a lot of our community
shies away from them just because of this thought that it’s more expensive, and it’s just
education that needs to happen about how to utilize these fresh and healthier food items
that aren’t going to cost you anymore and in the end, a lot of time, costs you less.
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In a few particular cases, respondents linked the lack of education around healthy food and food access
with cultural changes away from prioritizing learning in the kitchen or eating dinner together as a family. In
one focus group, participants lamented that while they grew up in households that grew produce or raised
livestock for family use, these skills have been increasingly lost over time: “It’s waning. Like canning, you don’t
find very many people anymore even know how to can. Hardly any young women in my generation know how to
can. It’s not being passed down.”

The YES! Asheville, NC team received a Community Enhancement Grant from the Appalachian Foodshed Project
to partner with local youth and adult leaders to support a sustainable local food system by enhancing small food
retail store efforts to provide access to local and healthy food items, as well as advocate for transportation equality
and the allocation of state budget funds to support local communities through healthy food financing. Through this
funding, YES! identified and trained six youth teams and their adult allies in Buncombe and Madison Counties, as
well as provided ongoing consulting for these teams on how advocate for and implement environmental strategies
to provide access to healthy and local food through small food retail stores located near middle and high schools.
They partnered with local coalitions and task forces to provide support and resources to the teams of youth in
their respective communities, in Buncombe and Madison counties. In both counties, the youth teams have done
advocacy work through legislative events with the city and the county to improve transportation for food access.
Furthermore, YES! created a youth-driven toolkit (Healthy Corner Stores Redesign Toolkit) to increase access to
healthy and local food in small food retail stores in WNC so the youth advocacy work will continue in the future. The
toolkit outlines how to host a legislative event to educate policy makers about food access and the current, local
and state work being done around healthy small food retail store redesigns.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

Youth Empowered Solutions (YES!) has developed a nationally recognized model of social change through youth
empowerment and provides training and customized services to organizations and individuals to leverage the
unique skills and advocacy power of young people. One of the many goals of the YES! Asheville office is to build
upon a foundation of efforts that have been undertaken across NC to increase access to healthy foods. Previous
work in the area has successfully helped small food retail store owners provide nutritious foods to customers by
creating effective partnerships within the local community between farmers and store owners. YES! is committed to
engaging youth in partnership with adults to continue to support and enhance the access to healthy and local food
via the small food retail store efforts in WNC. YES! focuses on communities with high rates of food insecurity and
targets small food retail stores that are located in close proximity to middle and high schools.
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YES!

For more information about YES!, visit their website: http://www.youthempoweredsolutions.org/
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Several respondents also noted gaps in knowledge about how to grow your own food,
particularly in the urban study area, which in their view might help increase healthy
food access: “I think if people grew their own food we could have less hungry people.
But there is a big education piece that is missing. I’m not sure people see the benefits,
all they see is the work.” However, many focus group participants asserted that they
have interest in and knowledge about how to grow their own food, but the key barrier
is having the time and space to do so. As opposed to education, opportunity and
access to home-producing was the more prevalent response.
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While interviewees
routinely stressed that
they observed knowledge
gaps among their clients
understanding of what
healthy food is and how
to shop for and prepare
it, this barrier was much
less pronounced in the
focus groups. Focus group
participants asserted
that they did know what
healthy food was and
how to prepare it, and
other barriers such as
having time and energy
to prepare healthy food or
money to afford it were the
primary constraints they
encountered.

Although knowledge gaps were discussed in the interviews as a key barrier,
throughout the focus groups, respondents suggested that they understood what
healthy food is and knew how to shop for and prepare it, so in these cases,
knowledge gaps did not appear to be as significant as in the interviews. Instead,
respondents emphasized the other barriers to healthy food more prominently.
However, one way that knowledge gaps were discussed pertained to information
about emergency food services. In several focus groups, respondents indicated that
they did not know of all the programs that were available, and they desired to have
more simply access to a schedule of which services are available throughout the
week or month.
Overall, several barriers to education were described in the interviews. In many
cases, these were linked to other challenges such as healthy food affordability
and cultural shifts away from prioritizing cooking and healthy eating. In this way,
education is viewed as one mechanism to combat the complex problem of food
insecurity that is tangible and perhaps easier to implement. In other words, as
respondents noted a broad array of complex challenges at the societal, government,
community, and organizational levels, knowledge gaps stand out as a barrier focused
on individual change, which may be viewed as a tangible starting place in the face of
a problem as complex as food security.

Summary of Barriers
The interviews and focus groups highlighted a broad breadth of barriers to food
security and healthy food access, and many of them were inter-related. For example,
the discussion on systemic poverty has clear overlaps with concerns around healthy
food affordability, as it is likely that for those in poverty, the affordability threshold may
be lower. Another example is the relationship between insufficiencies in subsidized
food programs, such as lack of available meat protein or fresh produce items and
organizational capacity limitations, as without the resources for an organization to
adequately refrigerate fresh food items, they will be unable to regularly provide them
to clients. While the list of barriers described in this research is extensive, there
interrelationship suggests the possibility that if one type of barrier is addressed, it may
ripple out to positively influence other barriers to increasing healthy food access and
food security.

Despite the number and breadth of barriers to improving food security in WNC, respondents also described
several structures currently in place already working to alleviate food security in their communities. In this
section, we describe practitioner viewpoints on these assets, the ways they are functioning well, and ways they
might be improved. They include organizations, programs, and policies.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

CURRENT ASSETS: ORGANIZATIONS, PROGRAMS, AND POLICIES
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Another observation is the wide and overlapping range of “levels” these barriers originate from, demonstrating the
complexity of food security as a societal problem. Food security is not just a policy or community or organizational
or individual-level issue. For example, cultural barriers and stigma related to food security presents a complex
barrier, experienced through interpersonal interactions, but embedded in community and political dynamics that
have plagued the U.S. over a long history. Healthy food affordability is influenced by agricultural and economic
policies that influence food prices, in communities where food businesses set prices, and among individuals
when they decide how much to prioritize healthy food and cost tradeoffs associated with other expenses.
Organizational capacity and infrastructure limitations clearly affect the ability of these groups to deliver services,
but they also influence the wider community where relationships and collaborations between organizations and
institutions influence how well communities meet emergent food security needs. Transportation barriers can
also be applied at multiple levels, tied to policies that may limit access to public transportation, organizational
limitations that prevent shuttle services, interpersonal dynamics that limit neighbors ability to carpool, or individual
attitudes about how much distance or time one is willing to commit to accessing healthy food. Systemic poverty
and knowledge gaps stand out for their locus at singular levels, as chronic poverty largely tracks to social and
economic policies that affect job availability and household income, while knowledge gaps point to the level of
knowledge individuals have about healthy food and the food system.

Organizations and Collaboration Potential

Additional supply partners commonly mentioned were other non-profits, particularly those who manage and
donate food from community gardens. Non-profits were also highlighted as key partners for extending outreach
efforts and collaboration beyond food to address other needs, provide referrals, and coordinate activities. Key
community garden partners, particularly in Asheville, were public housing communities that work with residents to
establish and maintain gardens. Finally, in Asheville, the Asheville Buncombe Food Policy Council was noted on
several occasions as a key entity for connecting organizations and providing information about food system issues
in the city and county.
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According to interview respondents, there are three main types of organizations that work on food security
issues in WNC—non-profit organizations, churches, and government agencies—and interviewees described
their working relationships on food security with other entities in their communities. Among food providers, they
commonly described relationships with other non-profits and churches that help supply food for distribution to
their clients. MANNA food bank, serving 16 WNC counties through over 200 partnering organizations, was the
most frequently mentioned organization, playing a key role in supplying food for pantries and other emergency
food suppliers, “an awesome partnership” as one respondent noted. However, one challenge described by
several respondents when working with MANNA was figuring out delivery logistics, including difficulties getting
to MANNA to pick up supply or paying for modest delivery fees, referencing their own organizational limitations
as volunteer-based organizations. Nonetheless, MANNA was noted as fulfilling key supply needs, and MANNA’s
Hunger in America report was cited as a valuable resource for organizations or government agencies that focus
on education.
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TOE RIVER FOOD SECURITY NETWORK (TRFSN)
The Toe River Food Security Network (TRFSN) is a newly formed task force working to develop an inclusive, sustainable
and evidence-based 3-5 year food security plan for the Toe River (specifically Yancey and Mitchell Counties) region
in WNC. The TRFSN came into being after residents of Mitchell and Yancey Counties attended the Hunger Summit in
Avery County in 2014 and came back with the hope of turning their ideas into action. After several community meetings,
various community leaders decided to form the TRFSN and realized they wanted to find out what was going on in the
communities in terms of hunger, food security, resources available and entities working on the issues. The main work
of the TRFSN in 2014 and 2015 has been to conduct a community Listening Project. A Community Listening Project
(learn more at: http://www.listeningproject.info) is a comprehensive listening, organizing, and action process that takes
grassroots organizing to new levels. They are generally conducted by grassroots community organizations, public and
non-profits service agencies, faith based organizations and/or local government agencies. One of the most important
outcomes of a Listening Project as compared to traditional focus groups is the fact that such projects have resulted in a
greater investment on the part of those who are interviewed.
The TRFSN received a Community Enhancement Grant from the Appalachian Foodshed Project to support an
informational resources coordinator for the group and a needs assessment to determine how to best bring together
the many agencies and organizations working on food insecurity in the Toe River region. The needs assessment took
the form of a Listening Project with human service organizations who work with food insecure individuals in Yancey
and Mitchell Counties. One of the main results from the Listening Projects was that human service organizations and
churches were saying, “We need more communication between each other, between churches, between organizations
and between churches and organizations as to what each is working on and what resources are available and how to
refer people.” Therefore, the TRFSN worked to publish a written and web-based directory of who to refer people to and
what resources are available. Through these efforts and other community networking, they have been able to increase
public awareness in their community about hunger and food insecurity. Most community leaders are now more fully
aware of the issues being faced by residents of the Toe River area because of this project. The TRFSN has also started
collaborating with the Asheville-Buncombe Food Policy Council so each group can learn from each other and help each
other in the future. In the future, the TRFSN plans to continue the Listening Project with faith communities, which will
help guide their efforts in designing a 3 to 5 year food security plan for the Toe River region.

Respondents also noted that they partner with government agencies, and these groups often provide food-based education,
coordination, and programs to benefit organizations working on food security issues, including cooperative extension and
county-level health and human services agencies in each of the counties.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

There’s actually 13 different churches I believe that are doing food, whether it be one day a month or
every other week, you know, once a week, three times a week. There’s a bunch of them that all see the
need and are trying to help so there’s definitely other resources. I feel like with Toe River Food Security
Network we’re trying to collaborate everybody together and just be better stewards with our resources
and our energies. So I mean there’s sources out there, I still don’t feel like there’s enough or maybe
not even enough coordination. Maybe once we can get everybody on the same page that may really
increase the impact on fighting food insecurities.”
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Churches were identified by respondents as key providers of emergency food through pantry services. Several
respondents noted the importance of having multiple providers for them to refer clients to when experiencing supply
shortages. In addition, churches were cited as good sources for volunteers, and some churches were noted as providing
food from their own community garden: “Last year they had their congregational members sign up for a raised bed and then
they can grow whatever they want but half of it gets donated.” Particularly in the rural counties, churches were attempting
to better coordinate and collaborate to better meet community needs, including efforts organized by the Toe River Food
Security Network for this purpose, as described by one church-based pantry in the network:

Collaboration was a recurrent theme among interview respondents. Interviewees provided examples of groups coming
together to partner on projects and share information, asserting that “it takes a village” to affect change. A prevalent
theme was the importance of diverse skills and interests noted by respondents among partnering organizations: “We’ve got
a serious problem [of food insecurity] here in WNC. How can we help, what can we do, how can we be a part of a solution
to this? You have some people working on policy, a couple of volunteers working with me. It’s a collaborative effort.” In
reference to partnered projects, another interviewee acknowledged both the challenge and opportunity of collaboration:
I feel like there’s too many chefs in the kitchen; that happens in a lot of things. So it’s good to have people
come into these relationships with really clear visions they can actually see through and assess how it
went after and have other people to be able to assess it and we can have new ways of doing things that
way. I like the idea of this huge kind of pool of diversely skilled people who want to do what they do for
their living and being able to have a lot of people like that come into these networks of sharing.
While in some contexts similar organizations can be competitive, in this assessment similarity of purpose was identified as
a strength and opportunity for greater impact.

There is redundancy and there could be more collaboration. A barrier to collaboration is lack of
a unifying medium – a place and time to discuss best practices, challenges, ways to partner, etc.
Some are working on this, but larger organizations that are connected nationally are less likely to
truly partner with grassroots groups, thus public support often goes to the most visible.
Here organizational size, focus, and capacity potentially create barriers to collaborating for this organization.
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However, other respondents noted that in some cases collaboration is lacking. Although, these responses were often
general, a common theme was the desire to improve communication and networking with other organizations. One
potential challenge to organizational collaboration was a perceived power imbalance:
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Programs and Projects Addressing Food Security
Respondents listed many programs and projects that work on food security, and most fall into categories of
emergency food services, education, and community gardens, the latter noted for having both supply and
educational functions. Food pantries and related free-free food projects were discussed as viable current programs,
and several interviewees themselves offered these services. These services were viewed as “vital” since
supplemental federal aid does not attend to the entire food needs of these participants, even though they may not
address the root causes of food insecurity. Describing a “mobile market” that distributes free food to families at
afterschool sites, one respondent stated:
We’ve had a lot of feedback from our site directors saying 'you know my parents need this
food but they can’t get to you’ . . . so what we’re doing is we’re setting up a system for us to
pre-pack emergency food boxes that feed about two people for a week . . . so they can just be
picked up at the afterschool sites while they’re already picking their students up.”
Others noted mobile or pop-up market projects like this as being particularly successful since they “are able to go
and hit those markets where we will make the biggest impact” and in this case, demand for the service was believed
to be higher “because [people] are making the choice to eat healthy and they know we have it.” At the two focus
group sites where a pop-up market was available, participants affirmed this belief, asserting that these markets
were important sources for supplemental food assistance and healthy food.
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In both the interviews and focus groups, community gardens were discussed as projects to alleviate food security,
although respondents admittedly did not often know a lot about how these programs work in terms of providing food
to low-income households. However, their positive views were associated with the desirability of fresh produce
and educational opportunities to teach people how to grow their own food. The Dig In! community garden in
Yancey County was described as an exemplar project that grows and distributes fresh produce for free to food
pantries and other emergency providers. Also noted were other local food projects like TRACTOR, a local food
aggregation project sponsored by NSCU Cooperative Extension:
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And you know a big driver too is the community. Dig In! community garden, you know that’s
always what’s good, organic healthy local grown stuff. TRACTOR’s been really good supporting
us, they’ve been donating stuff, the farmers market, after Saturday, they kind of make rounds
and pick up any leftovers or anything good they have from not selling and bring it to us and
we’ll give it out. Yeah we always like to get the fresh local stuff. It’s always on our list for things
to get.
Speaking more apprehensively, one respondent questioned the reach of community gardens, noting that “community
gardens can work to end food insecurity if the residents participate.” She adds: “Does the average person have
access to farms or know exactly who has community gardens? No. We can definitely do a better job as far as
making that kind of stuff more accessible to community members, to those neighborhoods that want to have access
to those community gardens.” At one of the focus groups, participants expressed disappointment that the adjoining
community garden was not easily available for members of their community to access, and participants in the
Hispanic focus group expressed a strong desire to garden, limited by not having access to space where they lived.
An organization that had a community garden program described a vibrant project that applies several different
models and ways to participate. They offer a scholarship program to lessen the cost of some larger garden plots,
payment plans, and the opportunity to “rent” plots with volunteer labor.

Bountiful Cities received a Community Enhancement Grant from the Appalachian Foodshed Project to launch a pilot
apprenticeship program and conduct an assessment of 25 community gardens in Buncombe County to help them better
serve their communities. Through the paid apprenticeship program, Bountiful Cities developed curriculum and successfully
trained four public housing residents in urban gardening and food system leadership skills. Through one-on-one interviews
with garden coordinators, Bountiful Cities was able to identify the assets, production output and capacity, and needs of each
garden. They discovered that collectively, community gardens in Asheville could better work together to share resources
and address unmet needs. Garden coordinators were interested in working together to increase their impact, but given the
voluntary nature of their work, they lacked the capacity to administer a lasting collaborative network of community garden
coordinators. With the community garden assessment as a guide and with additional funding support through the AFP,
Bountiful Cities is currently developing the Buncombe County Community Garden Network that allows community garden
coordinators to meet, share information and resources, access educational opportunities, and develop shared projects such
as a garden seed bank. Through membership in the Buncombe Country Community Garden Network, members will learn
from each other with the goal of increasing each garden’s volunteer participation, financial viability, access to production and
educational resources, and overall functioning of the garden project to better serve community members.
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Bountiful Cities is an urban agriculture non-profit organization founded in 2000 that partners with community groups—focusing
on dialogue, trust and community needs—to create urban agricultural spaces. The organization’s work emphasizes social
justice, access to education, sustainability and economic viability by sharing agricultural skills and resources. Bountiful Cities
is committed to sustainability through integrated food systems, food security, food production and job creation. Additionally,
Bountiful Cities is committed to ending oppression based on race, class, gender, culture, age, religion, and sexuality and
to creating social justice by honoring and practicing cooperation and mutual respect. The organization supported shared
exchange by role modeling and providing inspiring events, programming, and experiential education. The organization’s core
program, Seed to Seed works together with urban communities to teach and learn best practices for healthy sustainable
agriculture systems, including soil science, soil fertility, use of tools, compost, pest management, beneficial insects, crop
rotation, site planning and overall community building. Additional programs include garden-based education for youth, edible
landscape-based job training, and market vending to increase access to fresh produce.

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

BOUNTIFUL CITIES

For more information, visit the Bountiful Cities website: http://www.bountifulcities.org/
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Many respondents also discussed current cooking education programs in the area, including one’s their
organizations provide. These projects included classes on cooking skills, canning, and growing your own food,
although funding limitations were cited as a barrier to these programs. Distributing recipes was also a common
practice, particularly in conjunction with free food distribution “only on food that’s available in that pantry as we
know some of our recipients are only receiving that [food]” as one respondent noted. Often linked to education,
respondents also positively mentioned programs aimed at kids, particularly those that introduce them to healthy
foods they may not be familiar with and other nutrition education efforts. Additional “backpack programs” that
send food home with children were described as serving as an important source of healthy food for children and
their families.

Policies: An Area for Improvement
While respondents offered many descriptions and examples of organizations, projects, and programs, current
policies aimed at alleviating food security were rarely mentioned. On many occasions, respondents reported that
they were not aware of policies like this, beyond their knowledge of federal assistance, an indication that either
relatively few actual local policies exist aimed at food security or those that do exist are not widely known about
among these practitioner interviewees. This finding is to be expected for service providers, as their energies are
largely focused on service provision and project management, not policy. A few interviewees in Asheville did
mention that the Asheville Buncombe Food Policy Council helps keep them informed in this arena, but overall,
policy was mentioned only sparingly, or not at all in the rural counties. One noted policy was the development
of a food action plan by the city of Asheville in support of both local food and food security programs, and a
second policy domain were exemptions for urban farming operations, which directly applied to one respondent’s
organization’s projects: “I was really excited when I heard about [the exemptions] because that’s really key since
we have to be able to create to the fullest potential. We can’t be held back by these types of antiquated sort of
laws around food.” Finally, a respondent described local efforts within the area school nutrition department,
including both Head Start and the local school district, to improve healthy food offerings for children’s meals,
including the development of a nutrition committee and alterations to the menu options: “We provide breakfast,
lunch, and snack but then when you take a look at what we’re serving, it meets USDA standards, but those are not
necessarily high in my opinion. We’ve made adjustment to our menus.” Beyond these three examples, however,
respondents did not present knowledge about current policies to support food security.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD AND FOOD SECURITY: EDUCATION PRIORITIZED
In addition to identifying current programs, projects, and policies aimed at alleviating food insecurity, interviewees
offered ideas to improve healthy food access and food security in their communities. Not surprisingly, these
responses were often tied to the barriers to food security identified above. However, while the barriers they
described were expansive and included cultural and societal challenges, with few exceptions their only specific
ideas to address these barriers were oriented toward educational efforts, namely focused on helping people
learn how to identify, prepare, grow, and healthy food with limited resources. Additional ideas to improve food
access fit into general thematic categories, such as improving transportation or emphasizing community and
economic development, but specific ideas of how to engage these themes were limited.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

In response to affordability barriers for healthy food, a few respondents discussed the importance of larger
economic changes to improve food security, while also noting that these are not easy changes, such as
“eliminating poverty.” As one noted, people “mostly need more resources. That I know is not easy.” Another
discussed the importance of improving local economic development: “What will make it more easier for
people in my community to have access to healthy food is if we were to grow and spend in our community
. . . There’s more money that goes off this mountain than stays on it.” In addition to economic development,
community development was also discussed as an important component of improving healthy food access, as
this respondent from Asheville asserted:

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

Just as knowledge gaps were identified as a barrier to food access, increasing educational efforts around
food was a frequently stated idea for improvement. This included a heavy emphasis on cooking education and
teaching people how to grow their own food, including a respondent who was excited about garden mentoring
projects that are a next step after teaching people to “know good food. Now they want to grow it and go the
next step. Because they want to be sustainable, they don’t want to rely on handouts.” Another respondent
spoke in more general terms to relay that in his view, it is important that there are educational efforts that
help people see the overall value of healthy food: “Education and public relations [could make it easier to
access healthy food]. We need to value healthy foods, and we need to know how and why to eat healthy.”
While healthy food education is already a big part of these communities current programmatic focus, it is still
described widely as a significant area of need. Although focus group participants emphasized knowledge
gaps much less than interviewees, in one focus group there was desire to revive a cooking class that had been
discontinued for unknown reasons.

I think wrapped up into this whole picture is that the communities I work in are very
isolated from the rest of the city. This city prides itself on being warm, inviting, inclusive,
and diverse even, so I think that one way we can work toward not only increasing
education but also reducing poverty is if the city of Asheville actually does open its arms
in a much more real way to the communities that are experiencing low wealth.”
In this quote, the respondent indicated an awareness to deep-seated barriers that require solutions that extend
beyond education to include “reducing poverty.” While the scope of that challenge is huge, her assertion is
that forming more inclusive and caring communities would be a positive step. Another interviewee responded
similarly, describing both the complexity of the challenge and need for community-based solutions:
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If 'access’ means to purchase from grocery stores or to get from a food assistance
program, then the answers are complex and range from political and national to local
culture. But that type of access is not a long-term solution for any of us; that type
of access is straight dependency, the type that is fragile. Interdependency within
community, however, mirrors how societies have best handled food access and insecurity
for most of history. So while we work to create immediate access to food, we want to put
most of our effort towards holding up a vision and supporting that vision of a culture of
local knowledge, care, and interdependency.”
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Comments like this and others focused on economic and community development point to the potential
importance of policy solutions; however, as described above, respondents scarcely mentioned current
policies, and policy was not a salient theme for ideas to improve food access and food insecurity. In
response, one respondent noted, “We need nonprofits geared to changing policy and educating us on that
language.” Respondents did speak highly of the Asheville-Buncombe food policy council and Toe River Food
Security Network as a way to connect people, but again, specific policies were not described. The lone
exception was a respondent who noted the importance of zoning policy: “How the city decides whether
some kind of hotel goes in, or if it’s some kind of community grocery store. How all those decisions are
made and affecting those decisions and policies are probably the best way to reach those that want healthy
food but can’t get it.” How to inform local policies that improve food security is an important step working
toward solutions to food access problems.
When alluding to overcoming transportation barriers they identified, interviewees mostly spoke only
broadly about the importance of helping people have better physical access to healthy food venues—
including stores, food pantries, and farmers markets—but specific recommendations were not offered.
Related to transportation, a few respondents noted the importance of convenience and getting food to
where people are. As one noted: “It’s access, it’s quality, it’s convenience. And I don’t mean convenience
in a luxury kind of way, but it’s part of accessible, to get [food] in a reasonable way.” Another noted: “I
think a lot of people are just about convenience and I completely understand that. We’ve got to find a way
to make it convenient.” For these respondents, figuring out creative ways to improve transportation to
food outlets is one important possible way to improve food access.
Several focus group participants identified the need for van or shuttle services from their communities
to grocery stores as a potential way to overcome transportation barriers. For example, in one of the
focus group housing communities, the resident association was in the process of trying to develop such
a service. However, at another housing community, despite initial resident interest in this type of service,
once implemented, the program was discontinued due to a lack of participation.
In addition to these transportation concerns, interviewees highlighted the importance of organizations
working together to foster “connection” to better serve client needs: “I think there’s more of a cry [for
healthy food]. But I think the problem is connecting. You have a lot of people who do fresh produce
but how can I get it out to folks in need? So it’s being able to connect the dots.” This comment is also
reflected in additional assertions that increasing collaboration among organizations is one step toward
improving food access for community members, as it will allow them to provide more complete and better
coordinated services.

The ABFPC received a Community Enhancement Grant from the Appalachian Foodshed Project to fund a paid
coordinator position to support the work of the, then, all volunteer based organization. A part time paid position
provides the necessary support to adequately address the complex food security issues in the community. Having a
paid staff person for the Council has allowed them to build new contacts, links and trust within the county and city
government, as well as further build allies and relationships inside the community. In addition, the ABFPC has been
able to start new partnerships with the WNC Food Policy Council, Caldwell County Foods Council and the Toe River
Food Security Network. The ABFPC is helping some of the previously mentioned groups to develop their councils, as
well as building collaboration to address food security on a regional level. The Council is not only working on regional
policy issues, but also specific community needs, such as building awareness and support for community gardens and
local farms, emphasizing public housing areas in the Asheville area. In addition, the ABFPC has been able to build the
capacity of their own council through a community group assessment to increase participation of key stakeholders.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

The Asheville-Buncombe Food Policy Council (ABFPC) is a community-based coalition in the City of Asheville and
Buncombe County, North Carolina working to achieve policy improvements that create healthier food environments
and improve healthy food access for all Asheville and Buncombe County residents. The ABFPC was formed in 2011
out of recognition by local advocates and policymakers that food insecurity is an urgent problem in Asheville and
Buncombe County that has profound effects on the health and wellbeing of city and county residents. The ABFPC is
committed to all residents of Buncombe County having access to and the option to cultivate and prepare nutritious
food within a resilient and sovereign foodshed that sustainably harvests and conserves farmland, forests, and water
resources, sustains our population, collaborates with neighboring counties, and ensures a thriving agriculture-related
economy. The ABFPC provides expertise and resources to the local community and serves as a direct link between
the community and local governing bodies in regard to food security. The ABFPC works actively with seven policy
clusters: Access, Pollinators, Farmer’s Support, Health and Education, Land Use, Policy Mobilization, and Water.

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

ASHEVILLE BUNCOMBE FOOD POLICY COUNCIL

For more information, visit the ABFPC website: http://www.abfoodpolicy.org/

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

67

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS
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In summary, when asked to explore possible ways to improve food access and food insecurity, respondents
typically oriented toward general ideas about community and economic development, transportation,
organizational collaboration, “getting food to where people are,” and bigger picture hopes of addressing
poverty and the root causes of food insecurity. When speaking more specifically about potential projects and
programs, respondents routinely discussed education as the foundational piece to addressing food access
and food insecurity concerns. Largely missing from the discussion was a focus on policy ideas aimed at
the problem, although there were brief allusions to indicate that some respondents are aware that policy is
important, but it is not something they have experience with.
A basic social-ecological model (Figure 12) can help guide our understanding of respondent ideas to improve
healthy food access and food security. The basic premise of social-ecological models is that individuals exist
in environments that influence their lives. When thinking about creating change and addressing complex
problems like food insecurity it is important to think about both individual behavior change and the relationships
and environments that influence individual decisions. A socio-ecological model views an individual’s health as
being nested and influenced by four progressively larger ‘levels’ of interaction: the interpersonal, institutional/
organizational, community, and policy environments in which each person exists24. A guiding principle of
social-ecological models is that actions and interventions at multiple, as opposed to singular, levels are most
likely to have the largest impacts on community and individual health.
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Individual attitudes, beliefs, knowledge, and behaviors
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24 McLeroy, K.R., D. Bibeau, A. Steckler & K. Glanz. 1988. “An Ecological Perspective on Health Promotion Programs.” Health Education Quarterly
15: 351-377.
25 Center for Disease Control. 2013. “Addressing Obesity Disparities: Cultural Competence.” http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/health_equity/
culturalRelevance.html Accessed online November 19, 2015.
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These findings from respondent ideas to improve access to healthy foods and food security are hopeful starting
points for further conversation and development within WNC communities. Education is an important aspect
of potential solutions, but a key question is: how can we address food access and food insecurity beyond the
individual level? Respondents provided several general ideas aimed at but this question—including economic,
community, and organizational development and collaboration— translating and developing these thoughts into
specific ideas to address food security at those higher levels is an area of need. What specific action steps
can communities take toward these development ideals? Relatedly, specific policy recommendations and
ideas were in short supply, suggesting potentially untapped possibilities for community leaders, organizations,
and individuals to engage as they strive to alleviate food insecurity and improve food access in Western North
Carolina. In the concluding section of this report, we help frame some of these questions by returning to the
Whole Measures, and we provide next steps for communities to consider as they work toward improved healthy
food access and food security in their communities.

C O M M U N I T Y F O O D S E C U R I T Y A S S E S S ME N T:

In addition to a specific focus on education, respondents described several general ways to think about
improving food security and access to healthy food that emphasize ideas around “development”: economic
development, community development, and developing networks of organizational collaboration. These are
important thematic concepts that bring the discussion on improving food security to higher levels in the socioecological model that include policy, community, and institutions and organizations, as these “development”
themes can be employed at multiple levels of influence. Economic development can include policies aimed
at spurring job growth and community-level partnerships between businesses and organizations that further
localize the economy. Community development might include relationship building that better connects
individuals to each other, organizations, institutions, and the community as a whole to build interdependency,
common concern, and strategies for addressing complex problems like food security. Developing organizational
collaborations, a recurrent theme throughout this research, benefits not only individual organizations and
their stakeholders but also the community as a whole through partnerships that increase local capacity and
collective impact to better address the needs of resource-limited community members.

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEWS AND COMMUNITY FOCUS GROUPS

As the description of respondent ideas to improve healthy food access and food security shows, the most
frequent and extensive responses from practitioners focused on education, which corresponds to the
individual level of action. As respondents described, education is an important piece to improving food access
and food security, since more knowledge about healthy food and how to source and prepare it may influence
individuals to have a healthier, more food secure diet. This viewpoint is both logical and grounded in the
practice of the interviewees, all of whom had vast experiences working on food security issues. At the same
time, individuals are nested among other levels within their environment, and specific ideas to aimed at these
levels were not provided. One anticipated conclusion demonstrated here is that formulating ideas to address
complex problems is quite difficult, as these solutions target specific levels of intervention and change for
practical reasons, while the challenges they seek to address are extensive and far-reaching.
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LINKING TO WHOLE MEASURES AND NEXT STEPS
To conclude the findings from the Appalachian Foodshed Project’s Community Food Security Assessment in WNC, we
return to the Whole Measures for Community Food Systems as a framework for understanding food insecurity in the
region. In addition, we present key questions and potential recommendations for communities to engage as next steps for
continued, impactful work on this complex issue. Next steps such as these are only useful when community stakeholders
support them and are invested in their outcomes, requiring not only community input but also strategic leadership and
collaboration.
JUSTICE AND FAIRNESS
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A just and fair food system provides healthy food for all community members. It reveals, challenges, and ultimately
dismantles injustice in the food system. So long as there are members of the community that are food insecure, there exist
opportunities to achieve greater justice and fairness in the food system. Food insecurity rates are higher than the national
average in WNC, and according to practitioners we interviewed, demand for emergency food assistance continues to
grow in the communities they work. We trace much of this problem to systemic poverty, as resource-limited community
members are challenged to access affordable healthy foods, reporting in our focus groups that healthy food affordability
is a key barrier for them. Transportation is an additional barrier to food access, disproportionately affecting resourcelimited residents who lack private transportation to access stores, food pantries, and food education opportunities. These
barriers to food security and healthy food access are not absolute—focus group participants shared the strategies they
use to work within the constraints they have to provide food for themselves and their families. However, household-level
resource limitations ultimately point to inequity within the food system where poorer residents seek aid through public
assistance and emergency food systems, make trade-offs between food purchases and other needs (e.g. energy costs),
and navigate a difficult calculus between food costs, health, quality, and quantity.
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Efforts to extend local food systems to all community members regardless of income are positive steps, and within
WNC, several projects and programs are working in this arena. Community gardens were discussed favorably among
practitioner interviewees and focus group participants in both urban and rural areas, and resource-limited community
members expressed a desire to grow more of their own food. Since having their own garden spaces is a challenge for
many, community gardens are appealing opportunities to grow healthy food and learn new skills, so long as participants
feel encouraged at these garden sites, with clear expectations on how these programs work, the labor required, and how
much harvest they can access.
Among both interviewees and focus group participants, there was a belief that farmers markets are difficult to access
due to perceived higher price points, limited hours, and their locations when not served easily by public transportation.
However, respondents noted the ability to accept EBT is a productive step to increasing access to farmers markets
for low-income community members, and the growth of these systems in WNC is a positive step to increase local food
access for all. However, the data shows that cultural acceptance at these venues can be a significant barrier—stigma
associated with class and race was a key problem described in the qualitative data. To truly increase local food access,
efforts are necessary to create welcome environments for all community members, regardless of social class and race.

STRONG COMMUNITIES

CONCLUSION

Strong communities improve equity and respond to community food needs, contributing to healthy neighborhoods and
relationships built on trust and reciprocity. They support civic participation, political empowerment, and local leadership,
while accentuating diversity as a community asset. Despite several challenges to creating a just and fair food system
highlighted above, strong communities in WNC help to address some of these concerns. In each focus group, respondents
described the importance of the relationships they had with their neighbors to help meet their collective food needs. For
example, in the urban communities, ride sharing, babysitting, and sharing of resources was highlighted as a strategy to
help people get to stores and get food on the table. Rural participants also noted that their communities were close knit,
and they felt that people looked out for each other in general and specifically by giving food to those in need. However, in a
broader sense of the word “community,” several practitioner and focus group respondents acknowledged fissures across
class and/or racial lines. Particularly in Asheville, respondents asserted that the “foodie” image of the city did not extend
to all members of the community, and others from a public housing community described the economic growth in the city
as “not for us.” How communities contend with diversity and inequality is important for creating more just community food
systems, and several interviewees described “community development” as a way to improve food security in the region.
The emergency food system—food aid from organizations, churches, food pantries, local government, and other entities—
emerged in our research as a key asset. Focus group participants spoke highly of local pantries and “pop-up” free food
markets that bring food assistance to the communities where they live, what some referred to as a “vital” service. The
healthfulness of this food was noted by many, and they appreciated the ability of food pantries to source fresh produce and
meat items, even though they could not always acquire these items with the regularity and quantity they desired. However,
the interview data also showed the fragility of some of these services as volunteer-based organizations with limited
capacity and budgets. Ultimately, the goal of a thriving community food system is to not require these services for the
food needs of all community members to be met, but given the overwhelming challenge of food insecurity, the emergency
food system in WNC is responding to community needs with a high degree of success, even though they might be “band-aids” as
some interviewees asserted.
Interview respondents spoke positively of the collaborative potential among organizations in the region to work together to
alleviate food insecurity, and this is another marker of strong communities. For example, in Yancey and Mitchell counties,
the Toe River Food Security Network is working to link food service providers to better meet community needs and
overcome some of the insufficiencies and inefficiencies in the emergency food system. In Buncombe County, a growing
Community Garden Network is emerging to better connect community members to these projects while helping to sustain
volunteer-based gardening programs into the future. In addition, interviewees expressed hope for continued and growing
collaboration, particularly by identifying overlaps and complementary skill sets among organizations, but organizational
capacity is a key barrier for many.
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Strong communities also include political empowerment and engagement within the food system, and this is an area of
potential improvement in the region. Among respondents, local-level food policy was rarely discussed as an avenue to
improve the community food system. However, this does not mean food policy is being ignored, as efforts by the AshevilleBuncombe food policy council, YES!, WNC food policy council in rural parts of the far-west region, and others directly
engage with local leaders to pursue improved governance of the food system. Instead, the data suggests that extending
those policy issues and networks to a broader field of practitioners and community members is one potential way to
strengthen the community food system.
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VIBRANT FARMS
Vibrant farms are crucial to community food systems as suppliers of healthy food, drivers of the local economy, and stewards of
open space. In WNC, despite overall declines in the number of farms across the region, the last decade has shown remarkable
growth of farms that sell directly to consumers, both in number of farms and revenue of these sales. The 2014 North Carolina
Fruit and Vegetable Outlet Inventory found that the 27 counties of WNC host 231 farmer-direct markets, a positive sign for the
growth of community food systems. In addition, reports by Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project (ASAP) demonstrate
that demand for locally produced foods is high among individual consumers, businesses, and other institutions (such as
schools) in the region26. A 2011 survey found that many consumers consider purchasing local food to be a high priority and
believe “local food offered a fresher, tastier option to foods produced in more distant regions, as well as a way to support local
farmers, local communities, a healthy environment, and the rural character of the region.” 27 This level of demand presents
increasing opportunities for local farms to remain viable by accessing the market for local foods. This same report found that in
three counties—Avery, Rutherford, and Yancey— current fruit and vegetable production levels were capable of feeding only
19% of the population, suggesting opportunities for farms to expand their local food capacity to meet rising demand.
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Across the practitioner interviews, respondents generally asserted the importance of food production and farm viability in their
communities. However, questions were raised about the ability of local food systems to align with the needs for subsidized,
affordable healthy foods demanded by the emergency food system, including concerns about the ability of resource-limited
community members to access local food options. Focus group respondents asserted a desire to support local farms and
purchase local foods, but doing so was less of a priority than stretching their dollars when making food purchases. They
spoke positively about the quality of local foods, and in the rural study areas, highlighted roadside farm stands as an accessible
option for healthy food that they prioritized in season. In addition, emergency food programs that incorporate local produce
(such as gleaning from farmers markets) were regarded highly by both interviewees and focus group respondents.
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HEALTHY PEOPLE
A vibrant community food system prioritizes the health and well-being of all people by providing consistent access to healthy
food. Secondary data shows that WNC has rates of obesity and diabetes below state and national figures, although these rates
have increased over time. In addition the data indicates that 14% of census tracts in the region are in designated food deserts,
so in these areas, some urban and others rural, healthy food availability is a concern. However, according to respondents in
this research, healthy food availability is not a widespread concern, but availability does not connote accessibility. As described
in the “Justice and Fairness” section above, key barriers to healthy food access were the real (or perceived) higher price of
healthy food and transportation limitations that make accessing stores, markets, and emergency food programs a challenge.
Practitioner interviewees expressed the belief that there is a great need for education about healthy food, including
which foods are healthy, how to purchase healthy food on a budget, and how to prepare it. In a few instances, focus group
participants also observed unmet educational needs around healthy food in their communities, but on the whole, these
participants demonstrated high degrees of knowledge about healthy food and for themselves did not consider access to
information or knowledge about healthy food to be a significant barrier relative to concerns about accessibility and time
constraints. In addition, focus group participants vocalized high demand for more healthy foods, particularly stressing fresh,
as opposed to canned or frozen, fruits, vegetables, and meats. Nonetheless, so long as there is community-driven demand
for nutrition education services, investing in such programs may help to improve the health of Western North Carolinians.
However, an emphasis on education should not come at the expense of community-driven ideas to also address other barriers
to healthy food access including affordability and transportation.

26 See a collection of ASAP’s research reports at: http://asapconnections.org/local-food-research-center/reports/
27 Local Food Research Center, ASAP. 2013. “Local Food and Farm Assessment: Avery, Rutherford, and Yancey Counties.” http://asapconnections.org/
downloads/local-food-and-farm-assessment-avery-rutherford-and-yancey-counties.pdf (accessed online October 25, 2015).
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SUSTAINABLE ECOSYSTEMS
A sustainable ecosystem is one that prioritizes care of a community’s natural resources, promoting an ecological ethic to
sustain the environment for future generations. In pursuit of this sustainability, preservation of farms and farmers through
viable food systems benefits the protection of open space, and specific farmland preservation programs have placed over
125 farms into open space protection in Western North Carolina. In this research, interviewee and focus group participants
asserted a desire to source foods produced without hormones, antibiotics, and synthetic inputs, principles central to
sustainable agriculture (although their rationale was largely health, not environmentally motivated). However, this research
did not directly emphasize the relationship between food security and environmental protection, a noteworthy shortcoming
to be taken up in future community-based work to improve food security in WNC. Fortunately, there are organizations in the
region that emphasize the centrality of healthy ecosystems for community and food systems development, although questions
remain in making the direct connection between food security and sustainable agriculture. This research has shown that
resource-limited community members are most concerned with finding healthy foods at low costs, while the understandable
ethos of sustainable agriculture and local food systems is to help farmers receive fair and viable prices for their products,
suggesting possible tensions between food security on one hand and farmer security on the other.
THRIVING LOCAL ECONOMIES
Thriving local economies are crucial to holistic community food systems. Given the connection between food insecurity
and poverty rates, a thriving local economy that creates jobs is a key factor. Economically, WNC lags behind both the state
and nation in median household income, and the size of the employed workforce in the region decreased between the 2000
and 2010 census. Systemic poverty was a key barrier to food security discussed in the qualitative interviews, as community
members without sustainable incomes are apt to require emergency food systems to meet their nutritional needs. In several
cases, when describing poverty among their clients, practitioners linked food insecurity to a lack of good paying jobs in the
region, and a key to creating a more thriving local economy is growing the workforce.
Specific to the food system, one potential opportunity for economic growth is the development of not only a vibrant agricultural
production sector (see “vibrant farms” above) but also regionalized food processing, aggregation, and distribution to meet
consumer demand for local foods. Drawing from recommendations made by Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project,
demand for local products extends beyond individuals to include larger market channels—restaurants, grocery stores,
institutions, and other non-direct market outlets, creating opportunities for local farm products to be processed, aggregated to
increase volume, and distributed to these larger buyers28. The high costs of developing these types of opportunities is a barrier,
but with comprehensive planning and feasibility studies, they present opportunities within the local food systems economy.
Cooperative extension in Yancey and Mitchell County has launched the Toe River Aggregation Center Training Organization
Regional (TRACTOR) to help small farmers meet demand for local foods from large buyers like grocery stores by aggregating,
processing, and distributing products to these markets.

NEXT STEPS: CONSIDERATIONS FOR MOVING FORWARD

28 Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project. 2012. “Food and Farm Assessment for a Five-County Region in the Southern Appalachians: Alleghany,
Ashe, Watauga, Wilkes, and Johnson County.” http://asapconnections.org/downloads/asap-food-and-farm-assessment-high-country.pdf (accessed
online October 25, 2015).
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The implications of these findings can be articulated in two overlapping ways to guide community-based efforts to improve
food security moving forward—key questions for continued, impactful work and specific recommendations for action. Both
areas require ongoing investigation, development, and partnerships, and our findings here are preliminary and precursor to
intentional, future dialogue. We especially (and intentionally) emphasize important steps for organizations to consider as food
system collaborators in their communities, a perspective gleaned not only from these research findings but also the entirety of
the Appalachian Foodshed Project’s five-year effort to bring these groups together under a common agenda to alleviate food
security in WNC.
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CONCLUSION

KEY QUESTIONS FOR ENHANCED EFFORTS TO ALLEVIATE FOOD SECURITY
Community-based research such as the AFP project is iterative, posing questions that generate responses that then
generate new questions. This list includes questions community stakeholders might prioritize to guide future work to
enhance community and regional food security:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Given the “gap” between federal food assistance and adequate access to healthy food at the end of the month,
what realistic changes can be pursued to bridge this gap? How does this gap affect the capacity of emergency
food providers?
What supply models are feasible to increase the availability of in-demand fresh produce, meats, and other
perishable items for food insecure community members?
How do we reconcile the tensions between emergency and local food systems, particularly in terms of access,
affordability, and cultural dynamics?
How do we foster healthy food venues and programs culturally appropriate for everyone?
In addition to educational programs, what specific projects and policies can the community pursue to overcome
substantial barriers to food security?
What specific structures are needed to bolster the collaborative potential of food security stakeholders and,
importantly, how can we sustain those networks moving forward?
How can organizations access funding to implement new programs and services to better serve food insecure
community members?
How do we sustain subsidized healthy food programs that are often grant dependent?
How do we identify, understand, and approach power dynamics among organizations within our community who
share an overlapping interest in addressing food security?

RECOMMENDATIONS
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The following list of projects and policies provides potential starting points for community stakeholders to engage
efforts to alleviate food insecurity in their communities. Recommendations such as these are only useful when
stakeholders support them and are invested in their outcomes, requiring not only community input but also strategic
leadership and collaboration.
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•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Increase efforts to integrate the diversity of advocates and practitioners into viable, long-term collaborative
networks that honor the diverse approaches, skills, and experiences of participants.
Inform practitioners of pertinent policy issues related to food security, and provide training on ways to advocate
at the local and other policy levels.
Strengthen relationships with local government and planning departments, particularly focused on transportation
needs of food insecure community members, to identify workable solutions to better connect individuals to
healthy food venues.
Engage in open discussions about ways to approach race and class barriers at food venues, particularly farmers
markets and other sites commonly associated with local food network.
Continue to prioritize food-based education and outreach, particularly targeted in key areas of food shopping,
preparation, and home-growing, so long as demand for these efforts is affirmed by community members.
Increase efforts to expand key healthy food assistance programs that “get food to where people are,” including
mobile markets, backpack programs, and community garden distribution models.
Increase the availability of EBT machines at farmers markets and other local food venues to accept EBT. Expand
marketing and outreach efforts to promote these programs to food insecure community members.

CONCLUSION

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Healthy community food systems are founded on principles of sustainability that value the health of the
environment, economy, and social conditions of all community members. For a community to be sustainable,
the health and well-being of all community members regardless of race and class must be prioritized, so a basic
measure of a more socially sustainable community is alleviating food insecurity so everyone has access to
affordable, safe, culturally appropriate, healthy foods. In pursuit of environmental sustainability, preservation of
farms benefits the protection of open space,and sustainable agriculture development provides positive ecological
benefits. The undeniable links between food security and income and poverty point to the importance of economic
sustainability for communities, as improved and revitalized economies create jobs and raise incomes so all
community members can meet their sustenance needs without chronically depending upon federal and emergency
food assistance.
It is this final emphasis on self-reliance that distinguishes community food security from anti-hunger models that
emphasize aid-based relief, highlighting the ultimate desire to support all community members’ abilities to care for
themselves. And yet, as poverty and food insecurity continue as formidable challenges to sustainable community
food systems, this research has shown the important role that emergency food providers play in WNC to alleviate
the suffering associated with food insecurity and help improve access to healthy foods.
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As communities work toward an ultimate vision of self-reliant, socially just food systems that do not require
consistent aid, in the meantime the emergency food system of food banks, pantries, and soup kitchens will be a
necessary stopgap. Although these programs have been termed “band-aids” by some, action to ultimately address
the core issues and injustices of food insecurity must not ignore the daily needs of food insecure families in our
communities.
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APPENDIX
A-B-C
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APPENDIX A

A PPE ND I X A

1.

How would you define food insecurity?

2.

Is food insecurity an issue in WNC? How do you know this and what has your organization observed?

3.

How would you define healthy food?

4.

Do you believe there is a variety of healthy food available in retail stores, including convenience stores?

5.

Are there food production resources in your community? (Community gardens, CSAs, farms?)

6.

Are available healthy foods affordable to low-income households?

7.

What barriers do you see between hunger and food security?

8.

What programs and policies are in place to support community food security?

9.

Why do or don’t people use EBT at the farmer’s market?

APPENDIX A

PRACTITIONER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

10. What other organizations are working of food security that you know of in WNC?
11. How are these organizations working together?
12. Is farming economically viable in your community?
13. What do you think would make it easier for people in your community to access healthy food?

COMM UN IT Y F OO D SEC URIT Y A SSE SSME N T

81

APPENDIX B

A P P E N DI X B
FOCUS GROUP QUESTION GUIDE
1.

Let’s start by brainstorming together about the food that’s available in this community now. What are some words
that come to mind to describe the food that is available in this community right now?
Probe: Is there a specific experience or situation that makes you think of that word?

2.

What changes have you noticed over the years in the food available in your community?
Probes: Changes in types, quality or quantity of foods available? Changes in overall variety of food? Changes in
prices for food? Changes in food retail outlets?
Further probes: What are some of the reasons you see for these changes in food availability here?

3.

I’d like to talk a little about how you get food for yourself and family—things like where you get food, the types of
food you get and when you get food. How do you make those decisions?
a.
b.
c.
d.
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4.
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Let’s start by talking about where you get food. How do you decide where you go for food?
Probes: grocery stores, convenience stores, farmers markets, other.
What are the main influences on the types of foods you select when shopping?
Probes: taste preferences, health, family preferences, price, quality, ‘cultural foods,’ other.
What are the main influences on when you buy your food?
Probes: how often, specific days of the week or times of the month.
Probe: focus on HOW decisions are made

“Healthy food” is a topic that comes up a lot these days. When you hear the term “healthy food,” what does that
mean to you?
Probes: Can you describe what you look for when you want to select healthy food at a store? Can you describe a
healthy meal that you have eaten recently?
Further probes: What about terms like “organic” or “sustainable”-- is that part of healthy food to you? Is how food
is grown and produced part of it being healthy in your opinion?

5.

Thinking specifically about this community, do you think a variety of healthy foods are available? What would you
say is currently the best place for people living in this community to find healthy food?
Probes: What makes this place you named a particularly good place to get healthy food? How far do people living
here have to travel to purchase food there or other healthy food venues? Is it walking distance, on a bus line, or
convenient/inconvenient, etc.?

A PPE ND I X B
In your own experience, what do you think is the biggest challenge to accessing and eating more healthy
food for people in your community?
Probes: Availability? Cost? Time involved in planning and preparing healthy meals? Storage/refrigeration?
Food spoilage and waste? Family food preferences?
7.

APPENDIX B

6.

“Local food” is another term that seems to be popular recently. What does “local food” mean to you? How
important is it when you’re providing food for yourself and family?
Probe: When you think about healthy food, is local food part of that, or not really?

8.

Thinking about the overall food situation in your community, do you think that increasing access to local food
should be a high priority, a medium priority or a low priority?
Probe: What are some reasons having more local food availability would be a (high priority/medium priority/
low priority) for this particular community?

9.

There are several organizations and services in this community that focus on helping people have greater
access to healthy food and eating more healthy. Do you have any experiences with them? What are some
things you think these organizations are doing well? How could they improve?

10. What are some ideas you have for how to increase access to healthy food for people living in this
community?
Probes: Things individuals can do? Households? People in this community? Government? Business?

Close: Did we miss anything important to talk about? Is there anything anyone wants to clarify?
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APPENDIX C

A P P E N DI X C
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Research and Reports
Appalachian Foodshed Project LocalWiki
https://localwiki.org/bburg/Appalachian_Foodshed_Project
Research reports and other outputs from the Appalachian Foodshed Project described in this research, including
community-based research in VA and WV.
ASAP Local Food Research Center
http://asapconnections.org/local-food-research-center/reports/
Research reports that evaluate the impacts of food system localization on farm profitability and viability, production
practices, distribution networks, and the health of local communities
Feeding America Map the Meal Gap
http://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2013/overall
A detailed analysis of food insecurity done conducted by Feeding America and the only study available that provides
county–level estimates of food insecurity in the United States
From Farm to Fork: A Guide to Building North Carolina’s Sustainable Local Food Economy
http://www.cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/stateactionguide2010.pdf
A report summarizing the outcomes of North Carolina State University’s Center for Environmental Farming Systems
(CEFS) statewide Farm to Fork Initiative, which engaged people and organizations across North Carolina in a process to
develop key action steps to building North Carolina’s food economy
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Hunger in America 2014 Report
http://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/
A report by Feeding America study about the response to hunger in the United States
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MANNA Foodbank Hunger in America 2014 Report for WNC
http://www.mannafoodbank.org/hunger-101/hia-2014-summary/
A regional report of about the response to hunger in MANNA’s service area, 16 counties in WNC
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APPENDIX C

North Carolina Division of Public Health (2012) CTG Project NC Fruit and Vegetable Outlet Inventory
Community Transformation Grant Project
http://www.healthydurham.org/docs/FVOI 2012.pdf.
An inventory of outlets selling fruits and vegetables in North Carolina in 2012, broken down by Community
Transformation Project Grant regions.
North Carolina Sustainable Local Food Advisory Council Listening Session Summary
http://www.ncagr.gov/localfood/documents/4-11-13/2013-Summary-Listening-Sessions.pdf.
Summary and notes on ten listening sessions conducted by the NCSLFAC Subcommittee on Economic
Development & Infrastructure with 31 partners across North Carolina.
WNC Vitality Index
http://www.wncvitalityindex.org/
A report and maps of the 27 counties of Western North Carolina through the perspectives of the region’s
natural, social, built, and economic environments, and was designed to assist local governments, interest
groups, and the public.

GUIDES AND TOOLKITS FOR FUTURE WORK
Community Food Security Assessment Toolkit (USDA)
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/efan-electronic-publications-from-the-food-assistance-nutritionresearch-program/efan02013.aspx
The report provides a toolkit of standardized measurement tools for assessing various aspects of community
food security. It includes a general guide to community assessment and focused materials for examining six
basic assessment components related to community food security.
Whole Measures for Community Food Systems Guide
http://www.wholecommunities.org/pdf/WholeMeasuresCFS.pdf
A guide to using Whole Measures in values based planning and evaluation for community food systems work.
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