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Breaking Ground: 
The Community Food Security M O'Vement 

by Christine Ahn* 

T he U.S. is the world 's largest producer and exporter offood, yet in 2002, 35 million Americans didn 't know where 
their next meal was coming from.' At the same time, nea rly two-thirds of Americans were overweight. Although hunger 
is still a reality for those living in poverty, our food system has created a condition where "obesity is now a greater threat 

to the health and well-being of America's poor" than hunger.' 

One reason the food system is so sick is that 
supennarkets are virtually nonexistent in poor 
communities. Wealthier neighborhoods have 
two to three times as many supermarkets as 
lower-income areas, and white neighbor
hoods have up to four times more supermar
kets than African-American neighborhoods. J 

Without access to nutritious food, poor com
munities will have unhealthy diets.'' 

Access to safe and nutritious food concerns 
not on ly America's poor. Approximately 
2,000 Americans die each year from food 
poisoning caused by salmonella and E. coli, 
in part due to large-scale food processing. 5 

And in our industrialized, profit-maximizing 
agricul tural system, mad cow disease has now 
become a reality. 6 

Today, just ten companies supply more than 
Youth and staff from the Peoples' Grocery, Oakland, California. 

half the food and drink sold in the United States.' Corporate consolidation of the food industry has reduced f:1rmers to less 
than l percent of the U.S. population,8 and because production and distribution is so centralized, food now travels on average 
I ,500 to 2,500 miles from farm to plate in the U.S.9 

Recognizing that dramatic changes aren't imminent in the profit-driven food system, a diverse network of acrivists across Amer
ica have begun organizing for a just food system that benefits consumers and farmers. Family farm groups, food banks, com
munity gardeners, nutritionists, environmentalists, and community development organizations are striving to achieve community 
food security'0- a condition wherein everyone has a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritious diet through a sustainable food system 
that maximizes community self-reliance and social justice.' 1 

According to Andy Fisher, Executive Director of the Community Food Security Coalition, this movement, which has flowered 
in the past seven years, seeks to democratize food production and distribution by localizing food, using more sustainable and 
health-promoting practices, and meeting the needs of underserved communities. IZ 

• Christine Ahn is Program Coordinator for the Economic and Social Human Rights Program at Food First. 



Dr. Joan Gussow, Professor Emeri ta of 
Nutrition ar Columbia University and 
author of Tbis Organic Life (2002), 
believes that "rhe Community Food Secu
rity movement is still small when com
pared ro the power of...Wai-Mart, bur all 
across the country, our growth can almost 
march rheirs."11 

Innovative Models of 
Food Justice 
Two trends form important pillars of rhe 
community food secu rity movement: 
farmers' markers and community support
ed agriculture programs (CSAs). Farmers' 
markers, the most obvious outlets for f..1nn
ers to earn a decem price for their produce, 
have grown from 1,774 to 3, 100 in the 
past decade.14 CSAs, also known as sub
scription farms, allow consumers to buy 
advance shares of a f..1rm 's harvest They 
date back thi rty years to Japan, where a 
group of women concerned about grow
ing food imports, use of pesticides, and the 
corresponding decrease in the f.1rming 
population organized a direct relationship 
with local f..1 rms. CSAs have since spread 

2 to Europe and to rhe U.S., where over 
1,200 now flourish.15 

The following are some snapshots of what 
community food security looks like in the 
United States. 

New York's Just Food 
In 2003, 1.6 million people in New York 
state received emergency food , further 
stressing the soup kitchens and food 
pantries that fed 45 percent more people 
in 2002 than in 2000.16 And from 1987 
to 1997, the stare lost about a mill ion 
acres of fertile farm land, displacing fam
ily f.1rrners. 

In response to these crises, Just Food 
bega n connecting farmers with urban 
f.1mi lies in the New York City area. Since 
1996, Just food has organized thirty 
community gardens and thirty-five CSAs, 
with each CSA supporting up to six 
regional farmers. During the harvest sea
son, the CSA farmers deliver produce and 
meat- usually orga nic and always 
fresh- to a central distribution sire in the 
city. According to Dr. Gussow, who chairs 
the Just Food board, demand has soared 
faster than local f.1rmers can supply. " 

Boston's Food Project 
Transforming vacant lots into lush city 
farms is a crucial way to feed a rapidly 
growing ur ba n popu lat ion , and the 
Boston-based Food Project has become a 
national inspiration to other inner city 
communities. In 199 L, the first growing 
season yielded 4,000 pounds of food 
from 2.5 acres of detoxified soil. By 200 I, 
the Food Project was growing 209,000 

Residents of Chicago public housing work in their community vegetable garden. 

pounds of organic food on a twenty-one
acre farm and three city lots. The project 
donates 55 percent of the food to fifteen 
homeless shelters and soup kitchens, sells 
5 percent ar reasonable prices ar inner city 
farmers' markers, and distributes the rest 
to 225 CSA shareholders. 

The Food Project also gives youth a 
.chance to learn urban farming, work in 
Boston homeless shelters, and run city 
farmers' markets. As youth coordinator 
Anim Steele puts it, "We need ro involve 
young people because they will inherit 
our practices, and they need to learn that 
alternatives exist" 18 

Oakland's Peoples' Grocery 
Hamburgers, pizza, Chinese rake-out, and 
donuts are some of the most accessible 
foods for West Oakland, California's 
30,000 predominantly African American 
and Latino residents. This impoverished 
neighborhood has just one grocery store, 
forty liquor stores, and a handful of fast 
food restaurants. 19 

In response, community activists started 
Peoples' Grocery, a community garden 
and mobile market in the heart of West 
Oakland . They tran sformed a 4,000 
square foot vacant lot into a garden that 
now grows seasonal fruits and vegetables 
and educates youth and residents about 
urban renewal, food justice, and revitaliz
ing the local economy. They also operate 
a mobile market on wheels rhar runs on 
bio-diesel fuel and sells fresh produce, sta
ple goods, and healthy snacks from local 
farmers and urban farmers' markers. 

According ro co-founder Brahm Ahma
di, Peoples' Grocery was fou nded "with 
the long-term goal ofbuilding communi
ry self- reliance in West Oakland. We've 
chosen food as an organizing tool for our 
work because it is personal and universal 
to everyone and is fundamental to the 
inner workings of a cornmunity."20 

Junk Food or Just Food? 
Feeding Our Children 
As Ahmad i says, the community food 
security movement is about organizing, 
and rhe community doesn't stop at the 
school gares. 








