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By Mary Ann Barton
senior staff writer

In Dodge County, Neb., ground has been broken for a new chicken 

plant that will bring up to 1,000 new jobs to the region. The $300 mil-

lion poultry processing center is expected to ship 400,000 birds a day, 

raised by local farmers, to Costcos around the country.

This region of eastern Nebraska is already home to other meat-pro-

cessing businesses including the Hormel hog plant, the nation’s larg-

est producer of Spam. The meat-packing industry has changed the cul-

tural landscape of the Cornhusker State somewhat, with many workers from 

Guatemala, Mexico and Honduras settling there to work at the plants.

Ironically, in an area filled with food-related jobs, some of the industry’s 

workers have trouble finding groceries. With little in the way of public trans-

portation, some pockets of the county are food deserts. See SOS page 10
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locations, senior citizen centers 

and housing units, as well as to 

the Meals on Wheels program. 

The community gardens 

have been in existence for 

about six years. Being able to 

take produce to other parts of 

the county starting last year 

“was kind of a big step for us,” 

Nagy said.

In addition to produce, the 

Grow Mobile also offers free 

food from the Northern Illinois 

Food Bank, a distribution ware-

house, that offers food to food 

banks donated by local grocery 

stores. “This is a wonderful 

resource we were able to tap 

into,” Nagy said. 

Another type of mobile mar-

ket can be found in Tulsa Coun-

ty, Okla., where a former horse 

trailer was retrofitted into a 

one-aisle mobile grocery store, 

said Leslie Carroll, resource de-

velopment coordinator at the 

Tulsa County, Okla. Health De-

partment.

The mobile grocery store 

visits food deserts and was 

launched by the Healthy Cor-

ner Store Initiative, an affiliate 

of the Tulsa Community Foun-

dation through its subsidiary 

R&G Family Grocers.

“They really try to pay atten-

tion to their customers — if it’s 

a Hispanic community, they try 

to offer culturally appropriate 

items such as mangoes,” Car-

roll said. Sixty percent of sales 

come from SNAP recipients.

The converted 36-foot long 

refrigerated trailer offers about 

600 different food items for sale 

and last year served 17,000 cus-

tomers in food deserts around 

the region. They make about 

four stops a day from 8 a.m. to 

6 p.m. and visit 19 locations six 

days a week. 

R&G Family Grocers has a 

waiting list of areas that want 

to be added to their route. The 

owners hope to have a second 

store up and running by next 

year. 

The counties featured in this 

story were among local govern-

ments awarded funding from 

a partnership between the Aet-

na Foundation, the American 

Public Health Association and 

NACo. They joined the Healthiest 

Cities & Counties Challenge to 

create a positive health impact. 

Boots on the ground is what 

kick-started a food desert study 

several years ago in a county 

in Texas. The Waco-McLennan 

County Texas Health District 

partnered with Baylor Univer-

sity on the study, to find out the 

needs of local residents. 

“All the grocery stores had 

moved toward the interstate,” 

said Kelly Craine, public health 

information specialist with the 

health district. They went ZIP 

code by ZIP code, targeting 

residents who were particular-

ly in need; public health work-

ers and interns fanned out to 

knock on doors and get some 

answers. “We did a door to 

door survey — ‘How many veg-

etables did they eat? How far 

did they have to go to purchase 

groceries?’”

One of the answers to bring-

ing healthy foods to those in 

need was a mobile farmer’s 

market. The health district got 

a grant to help purchase a van 

(dubbed the “Veggie Van”) for 

a group called World Hunger 

Relief, which grows produce on 

a farm in the county. The Veg-

gie Van sets up several farmer’s 

markets around the county 

during its weekly stops.

The county spent grant funds 

to get the word out using paid 

advertising on billboards, ra-

dio and newspaper about the 

Veggie Van, farmers markets 

and nutritional cooking classes 

— some taught by local and ce-

lebrity chefs — held at farmer’s 

markets and churches.

A different twist on the Texas 

county’s concept can be found 

up north in DeKalb County, 

Ill. where a refrigerated 12-foot 

produce truck dubbed “The 

Grow-Mobile” takes fresh pro-

duce to pop-up markets across 

the county each week, accord-

ing to Moria Nagy, president of 

the non-profit DeKalb County 

Community Gardens (DCCG). 

The truck, which is owned by 

the non-profit, is also used for 

educational workshops. 

The produce is grown at 

more than 50 community gar-

dens on 15 acres across the 

county managed by DCCG. 

Since 2012, the community gar-

dens have produced more than 

100,000 pounds of food for lo-

cal food pantries, day care cen-

ters, schools, community meal 

education supervisor. In turn, 

the county offered to furnish the 

convenience stores with a cooler, 

produce scales, display racks and 

signage purchased with grant 

funds. The stores get the produce 

from local farms and a wholesale 

market.

Three stores are currently 

participating and one in par-

ticular is a “poster child” for 

the program, Hames said. The 

store owner “really understood 

the link between healthy eating 

and the business side of it and 

he’s community-focused, so it 

was just a perfect fit with him.” 

Some of the markets, as well as 

several farmer’s markets, take 

SNAP payments.

For counties trying to help 

residents who live in food des-

erts, Hames advises starting by 

connecting with convenience 

stores. “Cold calling’s not fun — 

the first one we cold-called said 

‘No one’s going to buy produce 

from a gas station.’ … It’s just 

boots on the ground.”

es. Kneifl, in Nebraska’s Dodge 

County, works with conve-

nience stores in food deserts.

At Brady’s Meats & Foods, a 

small grocery and gas station 

in Dodge County, located in 

an industrial area down the 

street from a grain elevator, she 

has worked with store man-

agement to beef up the run-

of-the-mill convenience store 

offerings to add more groceries 

that the local residents are most 

likely to buy: cuts of lean beef, 

more organ meats, fish and rice 

and beans. 

She also holds community 

events, including at Brady’s, 

where she partnered with a local 

food truck that regularly does 

business in the parking lot. With 

a grant, they were able to pur-

chase meals for residents and 

brought in interpreters to talk to 

them about healthy eating.  

Food deserts litter the coun-

try. With grocery stores located 

“in town” and no public trans-

portation in outlying areas, it’s 

difficult for some residents in 

Davidson County, N.C., located 

about 20 miles south of the Win-

ston-Salem area, to find healthy 

food choices. 

The Davidson County Health 

Department began cold-calling 

smaller “quick marts” several 

years ago asking them to sell local 

produce with an assist from the 

county, said Jen Hames, health 

“You’ve got to bring those 

services to where they live, work 

and play,” said Kathy Kneifl, 

an assistant educator with the 

Nebraska Extension office for 

Dodge, Saunders and Washing-

ton counties in Nebraska, who 

manages the Healthy Food Re-

tail Recognition program. 

The population helped by 

Kneifl and others in Nebraska 

are a mix of those who qualify 

for the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP) as 

well as some who do not. 

Across the country, about 

42 million people use SNAP 

to purchase food, which costs 

taxpayers $64 billion a year. It 

works out to about $125 per 

person per month.

People who face hunger who 

aren’t eligible for SNAP ben-

efits can be found in nearly 

every county across the coun-

try, according to a new report 

released last month by Feed-

ing America, a non-profit that 

tracks hunger issues. The report 

shows families in 97 percent of 

counties as “food insecure.” 

Food insecurity is a measure 

defined by the Department of 

Agriculture as lack of access, 

at times, to enough food for an 

active, healthy life for all house-

hold members.

For the people who don’t 

qualify for SNAP benefits 

but can’t stretch their dollars 

enough to buy groceries on a 

regular basis, they mainly rely 

on food banks to put food on 

the table. Feeding America’s 

network of 200 food banks pro-

vides about 4 billion meals an-

nually; for every meal Feeding 

America provides, SNAP pro-

vides 12.

Key findings of the new re-

port show that food insecurity 

exists everywhere — from Jef-

ferson County, Miss., where 

36 percent (the highest rate in 

the study) are food insecure, 

to Loudoun County, Va., where 

4 percent (the lowest rate) are 

food insecure. Rural and south-

ern counties tend to have the 

highest rate of food insecurity, 

according to the findings. 

Some counties are getting 

creative when it comes to mak-

ing sure their residents don’t 

go without healthy food choic-

Chef Otis Wagner and Darcy Groom pause before a cooking les-
son at the Veggie Van at a farmer’s market in McLennan County, 
Texas. Photo courtesy of Waco-McLennan Health District

One of the  
answers to bringing 

healthy foods to 
those in need was 
a mobile farmer’s 

market.

From SOS page 9
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By Charlie Ban
senior staff writer

Describe a garden and words 

like tranquil, quiet and refuge 

spring to mind. 

Not so much in Hillsborough 

County, Fla., where new com-

munity gardens are just that: 

part of a community, with the 

accompanying noise and foot 

traffic. Luckily, the plants don’t 

mind. The gardens’ visibility is 

crucial to their integration and 

their goal: making more fresh 

produce available as part of a 

walkable community. 

Michele Ogilvie, an executive 

planner at the county Metro-

politan Planning Organization 

(MPO), saw as much when 

she became a community gar-

dener herself. While tending to 

her eggplants, lost in her task, 

she was startled to hear peo-

ple walking, talking and biking 

nearby.

“I forgot it was right on the 

trail,” she said. “There are people 

walking right by you.” 

Many of the gardens are 

connected by a 23-mile paved 

multi-use trail that the MPO 

helped plan at the request of 

the neighborhoods, many in 

the city of Tampa. After the trail 

was completed, Ogilvie said, the 

neighborhoods, encouraged 

by the successful partnership, 

asked for help developing their 

garden network.

“It’s not usual that neighbor-

hoods say ‘let me help you — we 

will find the place, we will feed 

the people, we will bring the 

people — all you have to do is 

show up, listen to us, catalog it 

and turn it into a plan,’” Ogilvie 

said. “That’s three-quarters of 

the work. We just had to follow 

their lead and take care of the 

planning.”

The network is thriving and 

expanding thanks to that part-

nership and now the fruits (and 

vegetables) of that partnership 

is part of the Aetna Foundation’s 

Healthiest Cities and Counties 

Challenge, which has awarded a 

$10,000 grant to the partnership 

to further its goals.

“The efforts to improve food 

quality through our communi-

ty garden coalition, 

while fostering walk-

ability, bikeability 

and transit use, will 

serve as a guide to 

other communities interested 

in improving community health 

through active living,” said Les-

ley “Les” Miller, Jr., a Hillsbor-

ough County Commissioner 

and the MPO chairman.

 The gardens themselves are 

as varied as their neighbor-

hoods, all places where anal-

ysis of health and economic 

indicators saw low income, 

high rates of chronic disease 

and no grocery stores or transit 

options. Some are first-come-

first-serve for plots, available 

for a monthly membership fee. 

One is maintained by a church, 

which pledges a certain amount 

of produce to a local food bank. 

Another is owned by the Salva-

tion Army, which incorporates 

gardening into its therapy. All 

are advertised by wayfinding 

signs that Ogilvie hopes will en-

courage interest in 

the gardens and keep 

them visible to res-

idents. A few of the 

gardens took some 

scouting to find.

“We saw a police substation 

with a lot of property that wasn’t 

being used,” Ogilvie said. “We 

just asked if they were using it, 

they weren’t, and that’s going to 

be one of our gardens once we 

remediate the soil.”

The gardens can be a bar-

gaining chip with owners of nui-

sance properties.

“If they agree to let us use 

their property as a garden for a 

certain length of time, we can 

have fines relaxed, and every-

one wins,” Ogilvie said.  

That’s an example of how 

Ogilvie said the MPO and com-

munities can work together.

“Because we’re government, 

we’re able to open all types of 

doors, but they can do far more 

than we can,” she said. “We can 

get them free meeting spaces 

or publish something. They call 

each other and make sure peo-

ple show up to do things. We 

know each other’s strengths and 

it’s a true partnership.” 

She acknowledges that com-

munity gardens won’t feed ev-

eryone, but they are a step in 

the right direction in offering an 

opportunity for good soil, water 

and a place to grow healthy food 

— all of which are hard to come 

by in the neighborhoods that 

need it the most.

“And it’s sustainability at its 

best,” she said. Hillsborough 

County and 49 other finalists 

will be judged independently on 

how their programs effect mea-

surable change in their health 

determinants — in this case 

food deserts and walkability — 

for cash awards ranging from 

$25,000 to $500,000, following 

an expert site visit and analysis 

of health indicator data. 

Follow the trails to fresh food

Community gardeners show off the bounty from their plots. Photos 
courtesy of the Hillsborough County Metropolitan Planning Organization

Students learn urban agriculture at the Tampa Heights Community Garden, once a vacant lot.
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ways that a traditional for-profit 

developer would try to line up 

tenants, try to line up financing, 

try to line up a use mix that (fi-

nances operations) and serves 

the neighborhood.” 

Where there was no existing 

grocery store, Louisville For-

ward is hoping to show a de-

mand for one. A collaboration 

between Louisville Forward, 

Catholic Charities and the Dare 

to C.A.R.E. heart health screen-

ing program will maintain a 

standalone freezer and cooler 

at a Dare to C.A.R.E. drop site, 

dubbed “The Oasis,” where 

fresh and frozen meat and 

vegetables will be available at 

wholesale cost. 

The location is at the junc-

ture of three distressed neigh-

borhoods, with 15 percent – 30 

percent unemployment and 

high participation in the Sup-

plemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP).

“We hope we can demon-

strate that retail grocery has a 

space in the market that people 

might not think about when 

they are thinking about where 

to locate their grocery stores,” 

Zawacki said. “If we show 

there’s demand, it’s an easier 

sell to the right grocer.” 

their markets disappear, lead-

ing them to close and create 

food deserts. One was less than 

one-fifth the size of a compet-

ing store that went far beyond 

the traditional grocery model 

and another failed to make up-

grades that would have kept its 

most vulnerable customers in 

the store. Louisville Forward 

acquired those buildings and is 

trying to find tenants.

In one, a community organi-

zation hopes to install a com-

mercial kitchen for a meal pro-

gram, offer job training services 

and sell grab-and-go meals. 

The other is suited more for a 

traditional grocery store.

“The market for grocery re-

tail has very small margins 

across the board and so (for 

the county) it really comes 

down to setting the stage for 

an operator that has a model 

that works for low- and mod-

erate-income customers and 

helping to identify all the ways 

to help that operator get com-

fortable in a location and up 

and running for the commu-

nity,” Zawacki said. “Louisville 

Forward makes the connec-

tion, and in many ways serves 

as the community develop-

ment partner in much the same 

serious impediment,” she said. 

“If you’re thinking about going 

into a neighborhood where 

your margins will be small be-

cause your per-basket costs 

are going to be lower, building 

costs are enough to scare you 

away.”

Two Louisville stores saw 

Jefferson County-Louisville, 

along with counties in similar-

ly-governed states, is unable to 

offer tax abatements to grocers, 

which Zawacki said is one of 

the most effective incentives, 

without legislative approval.

 “By virtue of the legal struc-

ture we work in, we have to be 

really creative in how we en-

gage in grocery development 

because the financial tools are 

just not available to us.”

Louisville For-

ward is doing that 

by removing one of 

prospective grocers’ 

largest impediments 

— real estate. Real estate is the 

most challenging part of get-

ting a grocery store to locate 

in a food desert, Zawacki said, 

because of the specific require-

ments in the building to allow 

for floor drains, insulation for 

freezers and other features, 

along with the parking lot ca-

pacity to serve enough custom-

ers. Make such a building avail-

able at low- or no-cost, and 

Louisville Forward reduces the 

risk for a grocer.

“It takes a piece of the fund-

ing puzzle out of the equation,” 

Zawacki said. “The cost of the 

construction can be a pretty 

By Charlie Ban 
senior staff writer

Grocery stores are a tough 

enough business as it is, but 

when combined with the eco-

nomic challenges in lower-in-

come neighborhoods, running 

one becomes a high-wire bal-

ancing act. 

Jefferson County-Louisville, 

Ky. is hoping to set the stage for 

opening two grocery stores in 

urban food deserts 

and demonstrating 

the commercial vi-

ability in another. 

Without full-service 

grocery stores in these com-

munities, residents are left to 

patch together food from con-

venience stores or travel long 

distances to access fresh pro-

duce and other healthy foods.

“Food access is really difficult 

because you’re trying to move a 

market that doesn’t exist,” said 

Theresa Zawacki, senior policy 

advisor to Louisville Forward, 

the city and county’s economic 

development agency. “If it did, 

market sector solutions would 

take over and government and 

nonprofits wouldn’t need to in-

tervene.”

Without home rule powers, 

Get creative to bring grocers to food deserts
LEARNMORE
“SUPER” MARKETS
Theresa Zawacki 
pointed to several 
factors crucial to 
bringing grocery 
stores to food 
deserts:

•	Is the store perceived to 
have good prices?

•	Can you get what you 
want?

•	 Is it nearby?
•	 Is the building accessi-

ble, both to people with 
disabilities and using 
public transit?

•	Does the operator have 
experience marketing to 
low- and moderate-in-
come customers?

SPOTLIGHT ON:

FOOD 
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Percentage of American 
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food insecure at least 
some time in 2016

Source: USDA’s Household Food Security report
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sasters; and
●● Ancillary SNAP resources 

for employment and training.

Rural county officials can 

provide leadership to make 

sure their counties are not 

leaving federal SNAP dollars 

on the table. 

They can work with their 

federal and state government 

partners to adopt appropriate 

SNAP policies and practices 

that better meet their commu-

nities’ needs. 

They can convene commu-

nity stakeholders to undertake 

SNAP informational efforts. 

They can visit locations 

where individuals are screened 

for SNAP eligibility and farm-

er’s markets and other food 

retailer locations where SNAP 

clients redeem their benefits. 

For technical assistance on 

these and other strategies to 

leverage SNAP resources for 

rural counties, contact Michelle 

Price at NACo, mprice@naco.

org or FRAC at www.frac.org.

those whose recovery was as-

sisted by benefits through the 

quick-responding program Di-

saster SNAP in 2017.

Although SNAP participa-

tion is higher in rural areas, 

barriers that often prevent 

many more eligible rural 

households from accessing 

benefits include lack of infor-

mation about SNAP, transpor-

tation barriers and limited re-

sources/abilities to complete 

the required application pro-

cesses.

To maximize SNAP’s effica-

cy and reach in rural areas, six 

strategies can help residents to 

more easily access SNAP:
●● Education and application 

assistance
●● Mobile technologies and 

other tools to ease access to 

SNAP offices
●● Exercising SNAP policy op-

tions to serve more working 

poor and other rural residents
●● Practices to connect older 

adults to SNAP
●● Plans for Disaster-SNAP to 

respond to future natural di-

program resources contribute 

to comprehensive econom-

ic development strategies to 

grow jobs and opportunities in 

rural counties.

SNAP responds to changes 

in need, whether due to eco-

nomic downturns or natural 

disasters. Rural counties are 

among those that have been 

hard hit by natural disasters in 

recent years. 

From wildfires to Hurri-

canes Harvey and Irma, rural 

residents in California, Tex-

as and Florida were among 

creased probability of report-

ing excellent or good health; 

and decreased health care 

spending, incidence of meta-

bolic syndrome (e.g., obesity, 

diabetes, hypertension), and 

visits to doctors by adults and 

hospitals by children.

SNAP bolsters rural econo-

mies through normal streams 

of commerce. It benefits all 

parts of the food chain: farm-

ers, producers, truckers, food 

retailers and grocery clerks. 

Nationally, the Department 

of Agriculture has estimated 

that each $1 of federally-fund-

ed SNAP benefits generates 

$1.79 in economic activity. 

Given the thin margins on 

which so many food retailers 

operate, SNAP redemptions 

help local food retail estab-

lishments to be economically 

viable.

 In so doing, those substan-

tial SNAP redemptions help 

maintain local food access in 

rural counties for both SNAP 

and non-SNAP residents. 

SNAP benefits and other 

The Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP) 

is the nation’s first line of de-

fense against hunger and a key 

weapon for assisting low-in-

come Americans and low-in-

come communities. 

It is critical for counties, in-

cluding rural counties, many 

of which are especially hard hit 

by poverty and food insecurity. 

Nearly 16 percent of all peo-

ple in nonmetropolitan areas 

lived below the federal poverty 

line in 2016, in contrast with 

just over 12 percent of all peo-

ple in metropolitan areas.

Households in rural coun-

ties (16 percent) participate in 

SNAP more often than those 

located in small town counties 

(15 percent) and metropolitan 

counties (13 percent), accord-

ing to Food Research & Action 

Center (FRAC) analysis.

Receipt of SNAP benefits sig-

nificantly promotes health and 

well-being in rural counties, 

based on research on SNAP 

nationally. SNAP’s impacts in-

clude better dietary intake; in-

Rural areas see highest SNAP participationSPOTLIGHT ON:

FOOD 
INSECURITY

SPEEDREAD
Of the 77 counties 
nationwide with SNAP 
participation levels at or 
above 30 percent of all 
households, more than 
two-thirds (69 percent) are 
rural counties.

Out of the 25 counties 
across the country with 
the highest percentage 
of SNAP-participating 
households, 21 are rural. 
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Food Insecurity: Finding 
Homegrown Solutions

By Garth N. Graham, MD

The single biggest factor 

impacting your health today 

isn’t something you’ll find in a 

DNA kit or even during a rou-

tine physical. The answer is 

much closer to home. Accord-

ing to the CDC, a person’s ZIP 

code is a greater predictor of 

their health and life expectan-

cy than other factors, includ-

ing genetics. 

Access to healthy food, pub-

lic safety and environmental 

factors are all part of the sto-

ry and are more visible to a 

person’s local county officials 

than their doctor. These fac-

tors are called social determi-

nants of health (SDOH); they 

are becoming increasingly in-

fluential to our health as indi-

viduals and as communities. 

At the Aetna Foundation, 

one determinant we are fo-

cused heavily on is increas-

ing access to healthy foods. 

Ensuring easy access to farm-

ers’ markets and community 

gardens and making it easier 

for people to get to their local 

grocery story can help lower 

health issues related to obesi-

ty, such as diabetes. 

While many of us are lucky 

enough to have full pantries 

and fridges, a large portion of 

the country is not as fortunate. 

More than 23 million Amer-

icans, including 6.5 million 

children, live in food deserts 

— places where fresh fruit and 

vegetables (and healthy foods 

in general) are largely inac-

cessible. A significant per-

centage of this group lives in 

low-income neighborhoods, 

both urban and rural. 

This is a national problem, 

but the solutions are unique 

to each community and are 

growing in our own back-

yards. Through the Healthiest 

Cities & Counties Challenge, a 

partnership between the Aet-

na Foundation, the American 

Public Health Association and 

the National Association of 

Counties, we’re empowering 

local communities to solve 

the most pressing issues im-

pacting their societies. 

Most recently, our organiza-

tions recognized 15 commu-

nities making a particularly 

hard-hitting impact — several 

of which are working to fight 

nutrition issues and food 

insecurity. For example, in 

Waco-McClennan County, 

Texas, the county is helping 

increase access to healthy 

foods through a non-profit 

grocery store in an identified 

food desert. Together, they’re 

bringing fresh foods to under-

served communities through 

a “Veggie Van” and host-

ing workshops at the Waco 

Downtown Farmer’s Market 

to pique interest in healthy 

food options. 

In Leon County, Fla., the 

iGrow Food Network donated 

more than 100 pounds of fresh 

produce within a 60-day peri-

od, involved youth in sum-

mer camps and have reached 

more than 200 households in 

designated food desert areas.

Access to healthy food re-

mains a pressing issue when 

it comes to determining the 

health of individuals and 

communities. We all have a 

role to play in combating the 

negative social determinants 

of health impacting individ-

uals living in our cities and 

counties. Through our work 

with NACo, we are seeing that 

the best solutions to food in-

security are growing in our 

own backyards — in counties 

across the country. 

Dr. Graham is president of 

the Aetna Foundation and 

vice president of Communi-

ty Health for Aetna, Inc. He is 

also a cardiologist and public 

health expert.

WILSON COUNTY, N.C.
SPOTLIGHT ON:

FOOD 
INSECURITY

GOAL
The Wilson County Depart-

ment of Social Services is work-
ing to increase efficiency of ser-
vice delivery in order to better 
promote safety, self-determina-
tion and self-sufficiency for the 
residents in Wilson County, N.C. 

SOLUTIONS
●● Developed a “Self-Service 

Express Center” to increase the 
efficiency of SNAP and Medicaid 
applications and decrease case 
worker burden. Recognizing that 
many individuals and families 
need both programs, the coun-
ty worked with a programmer to 
develop a joint application for 
SNAP and Medicaid services to 
further streamline the applica-
tion process. 
●● Created a call center to 

address client needs and con-
cerns. The dual goal of the call 
center is to efficiently resolve 
client and applicant issues and 
connect callers with a “real 
voice.” The department is con-
stantly evaluating the call center 
to improve delivery and reduce 
wait and service times. 
●● Piloted a lobby redesign ini-

tiative intended to create a built 
environment that is more condu-
cive to efficient, comprehensive 
delivery of services. Once the re-
design is completed, participants 
will be able to see case workers 
right in the lobby for quick-paced, 
“one-and-done” transactions— 
including first-time applications, 
changes to existing services and 
recertification.  
●● Established a “Ticket-to 

Work” job fair at which indi-

viduals who have been des-
ignated as “ready to work” by 
a social worker or community 
partner can seek employment. 
The department also provides 
after-placement coaching to 
increase likelihood that partici-
pants will remain employed.  

SUCCESSES AND 
OUTCOMES
●● 77% of SNAP and nearly 

60% of Medicaid walk-ins use 
the self-service kiosks. Case 
workers have started using the 
joint application for their one-
on-one services, and report 
that it cuts their time with cli-
ents by 50%
●● 80% of call-in customer 

needs are resolved through the 
call center
●● The Wilson County Depart-

ment of Social Services has 
reported an 80% reduction 
in TANF participation in the 
county

TIPS FOR OTHER 
COUNTIES
●● Be mission-driven. Create 

a simple, clear mission state-
ment that your employees and 
partners can understand and 
champion. 
●● Focus on outcomes: Once 

you have your organization 
aligned under one mission, de-
termine clear indicators for suc-
cess and build mechanisms for 
evaluation into your programs 
and initiatives. 

Data Source: County Explorer  
www.NACo.org/CountyExplorer

SNAPSHOT* 
2017 Population: 81,700
2016 Unemployment Rate: 8.1%
2016 SNAP Recipient Households: 6,118
2016 Poverty Rate: 22.3%| 2016 Childhood Poverty: 35.8%

The prevalence of food insecurity varied considerably 
among household types in 2016. 

Rates of food insecurity were higher than the national 
average for the following groups:

• All households with children (16.5 percent),

• Households with children under age 6 (16.6 percent),

• Households with children headed by a single 
woman (31.6 percent),

• Households with children headed by a single man 
(21.7 percent),

• Women living alone (13.9 percent),

• Men living alone (14.3 percent),

• Black, non-Hispanic households (22.5 percent),

• Hispanic households (18.5 percent), and

• Low-income households with incomes below 185 
percent of the poverty threshold (31.6 percent; the 
Federal poverty line was $24,339 for a family of four 
in 2016).

FOOD INSECURITY BY
HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service
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SNAPSHOT* 
2017 Population: 102,300
2016 Unemployment Rate: 4.0%
2016 SNAP Recipient Households: 2,982 
2016 Poverty Rate: 9.4% | 2016 Childhood Poverty: 14.0%

ADAMS COUNTY, PA.
SPOTLIGHT ON:

FOOD 
INSECURITY

SUCCESSES AND 
OUTCOMES
●● 70% of Veggie Bucks pro-

gram participants reported in-
creased fruit and vegetable con-
sumption; over 30% tried new 
fruits and vegetables
●● Healthy Adams County re-

ports a 96% redemption rate for 
Healthy Options vouchers, with 
75% of voucher funds spent on 
fruits and vegetable

TIPS FOR OTHER 
COUNTIES
●● Develop partnerships be-

fore you begin. Involve stake-
holders in your vision from the 
beginning to ensure that your 
goals are shared and there is 
that investment and shared ex-
pertise from the outset.  
●● When it comes to goal-set-

ting, quality trumps quantity. Set 
one to two feasible goals.  This tip 
is especially important for rural 
counties that may lack capacity. 

*All data from NACo County 
Explorer:  
www.NACo.org/CountyExplorer

Residents purchase fruit at a local farmer’s market. 

Photo courtesy of Adams County, Pa.

GOAL
Healthy Adams County’s Food 

Policy Council — established in 
2009 by proclamation of Adams 
County’s Board of Commissioners 
— strives to ensure that all Adams 
County residents can access safe, 
nutritious and affordable food. 

SOLUTIONS
●● Through the Double Dollars pro-

gram, the Adams County Farmer’s 
Market matches up to $15 daily 
in SNAP benefits, doubling partic-
ipants’ buying power for healthy 
foods. 
●● With funding support from the 

Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive 
(FINI) grant program, Healthy Ad-
ams County was able to provide a 
“Veggie Bucks” program for SNAP 
participants, providing a 50%dis-
count on all fresh fruits and vege-
tables sold through a partnership 
with a local grocery store — Ken-
nie’s Market. Veggie Bucks could be 

applied to the five most expensive 
produce items at the point of sale. 
Through this program, the county 
sought to increase the number of 
healthy foods purchased by SNAP 
recipients and help familiarize 
participants with fresh fruits and 
vegetables. The program was pro-
vided during the winter months of 
2017 and 2018. 
●● The Healthy Options Voucher 

Program was established to in-
crease food security for residents 
in the food gap — individuals and 
families who are living on the 
cusp of SNAP eligibility (within 
160 percent—250 percent of 
poverty level). Through this pro-
gram, participants receive $45 
per month to use in the Adams 
County Farmer’s Market. During 
the winter months, participants 
can use their vouchers at Ken-
nie’s Market. Participants also 
receive nutrition education as a 
part of this program.  

FOOD INSECURITY
Food Insecure in the United States

41,204,000
Percent of U.S. Population Food Insecure

13%

Annual Food Budget Shortfall 

$21,122,544,000

Average Meal Costs 

$3.00

Source: Map the Meal Gap, Feeding America


