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Abstract

Over the past decade, the percentage of households in the United States experiencing “food insecurity” has remained at a constant level (12%). In recent years, there has been increased awareness of and support for local food systems which aim to mitigate the ecological, social, and economic shortcomings of globally-sourced foods purchased at supermarkets, restaurants, and convenience stores. The synthesis of hunger issues and local food issues has resulted in the concept of community food security, whereby local food systems help to increase the ability of lower-income individuals to obtain a nutritious and ecologically-sound diet. In order to identify avenues for increasing community food security in Providence and beyond, I ask the question: To what extent do federal and state government incentives increase lower-income individuals’ access to local food?


To answer this question, I place my research within the framework of food systems analysis, which addresses both the production and distribution of food. To analyze government incentives for food production, I compile USDA agricultural subsidy data for the entire United States and for Rhode Island using the Environmental Working Group’s Farm Subsidy database. To analyze government incentives for equitable distribution, I identify federal food assistance programs which increase the purchasing power for food of lower-income individuals and households. I also identify some barriers to assuring access to farmers’ markets for Providence residents who receive federal or state food assistance.

I find that the federal Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) has enabled qualified people to use vouchers to purchase locally grown produce at three of the nine farmers’ markets in Providence in 2005. Nevertheless, only two of the nine farmers’ markets in Providence are located in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods as of summer 2005. Furthermore, federal and state agriculture subsidies support the production of commodity crops and the mitigation of on-farm externalities of agriculture without regard as to where food goes after harvest, i.e., subsidies do not promote the sale of locally-grown produce in local markets.

I recommend that the USDA continue to support food assistance programs such as the FMNP which specifically increases access to nutritious local foods. The creation of farmers’ markets in the economically disadvantaged neighborhoods of Olneyville, Silver Lake, and Hartford will also aid in increasing access to local food. I encourage environmentalists, sustainable agriculture advocates, and specifically RI NRCS to expand their notion of “conservation” to include off-farm externalities associated with food systems. Finally, I recommend the creation of agricultural subsidies which support small, diverse farms which produce for local markets.
