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Executive Summary 
The existence of food deserts, areas with low-income populations who have low access to healthy food 

options, has become a problem in United States, affecting major cities within the country. Food deserts 

are mainly created by the closure of large supermarket chains in poor areas, which forces the people in 

that community to shop at convenience stores and gas stations, which in contrast to vegetables and 

fruits, offer packaged foods that are low in nutrition and high in calories.  

These food deserts negatively impact the community in various ways. One is the negative effects on 

health of the people and the increase in nutrition related health problems such as obesity and diabetes. 

The second effect of food deserts is the racial segregation that goes along with it. According to multiple 

studies that were done regarding food deserts and their relation to race, areas that have a mostly 

African Americans have fewer supermarkets per person than areas that have a dominant white 

population. This segregation also extend to socio-economic status, since low income neighborhoods 

within urban communities, the people who need access to fresh and healthy food the most, have less 

supermarkets than affluent of middle level income neighborhoods.  

The practice of urban agriculture has been around for a while but the actual term was coined recently by 

Will Allen, an expert in the urban agriculture industry who is the founder of Growing Power Inc. Urban 

agriculture uses waste as a resource to produce fruits, vegetables, poultry and even fish. The efficient 

procedures used in the practice lead to a great outcome per square feet, which increases the supply of 

healthier options in inner-city neighborhoods. Urban agriculture has three main categories: urban 

backyard gardens, community gardens and urban agriculture commercial growers. All of these practices 

have positive effects on the health of the communities that they are a part of, because they result in an 

increased consumption of fruits and vegetables, which are known to reduce the risk of a long list of 

diseases. These urban agriculture practices help the ecosystem by using a closed loop system where no 

waste go to waste and by enabling usage of alternative energy sources such as sun or fuelwood. These 

urban agriculture practices also help to form a sense of community in the neighborhoods that they are 

in, which improves the mental health of the people. 

Supporting urban agriculture as a policy to decrease the food deserts in the United States is a good way 

to go about this problem, because the negative effects of the food deserts line up with the benefits of 

urban agriculture and community gardens. It could be seen by examples from Growing Power Inc, Food 

Field Detroity, and D-Town farmers that all these organizations, by their practice of urban agriculture are 

eliminating the bad effects of food deserts. If there is a policy regarding the support for the 

infrastructure of urban agriculture practices, then they can become more popular, and can improve the 

inner-city neighborhoods that need help, and create a better and equal America. 
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Food Deserts 

What is a Food Desert? 
The farm bill of 2008 defines food deserts as “an area in the United States with limited access to 

affordable and nutritious food, particularly such an area composed of predominantly lower income 

neighborhoods and communities” (U.S. Department of Agriculture). The term nutritious in this case 

refers to fresh fruit, vegetables and wholefoods. According to USDA; this limited access is caused by the 

lack of grocery stores, farmers markets and community gardens (American Nutrition Association). The 

second term affordability doesn’t only encompass the price of available food, but also takes into 

consideration the transportation costs to get to the food outlet and the time cost of preparing, serving 

and cleaning up the food (U.S. Department of Agriculture). USDA also states that in order for an area to 

be considered as a food desert it has to qualify as a “low-income community” which defines a 

community that has “a poverty rate of 20 percent or greater or a median family income at or below 80 

percent of the area median family income”, and has to qualify as a “low-access community” which 

defines a community where at least 500 person and/or at least 33% of the census tract’s population live 

more than one mile from a supermarket or large grocery store in urban areas” (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, Food Deserts).  

The Cause of Food Deserts 

There are two main theories regarding the main causes of the development of food deserts. One theory 

suggests that the growth of large chain supermarkets lead to the closure of small grocery stores in local 

areas, since they can’t compete with the low-prices of these large chains. This decrease in the number of 

small stores lead to a decrease in the coverage of areas where healthy and fresh foods are readily 

accessible, limiting the people who can shop in these large retail chains to people who own cars or who 

can afford to pay for public transportation (Guy, Graham & Heather). The second theory takes a 

different approach and suggests that between 1970 and 1988 a lot of the affluent people moved from 
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inner-city neighborhoods into suburban areas, which caused a decrease in the median income of these 

neighborhoods, resulting in the closure of nearly half of supermarkets in some of the big cities (Walker, 

Keane & Burke).  

Problems Associated with Food Deserts 

Poor Diet and Health Choices 

There is a definite relationship between the local food environments and the health of the population in 

that area. One study especially concentrates on the prevalence of cardio-vascular both in areas that 

have easy access to supermarkets and areas that don’t have easy access to supermarkets, and have to 

rely on convenience stores most of the time. The results show that people who live in areas with 

supermarkets have “9% lower prevalence rate of over-weight, 24% lower prevalence rate of obesity and 

12% lower prevalence of hyper-tension”, while on the flip-side the people who lived in areas where 

there is a presence of convenience stores have “7% higher prevalence rate of overweight, 19% higher 

prevalence rate of obesity and 12% higher rate of hyper-tension” (Morland, Diez Roux & Wing). A study 

that was conducted in the UK looked at the consumption habits of people 5 months before and 7 

months after Tesco (large-supermarket chain in the UK) opened up in their area. The results 

demonstrate an increase in the vegetable and fruit intake of the residents in the area, which shows that 

the presence of supermarkets lead to more favorable outcomes in terms of healthier food choices (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture). In one Chicago zip code that is regarded as a food desert, it was found that 

nearly half of the residents were suffering from stage 2 chronic kidney disease (Illinois Advisory 

Committee). 

Racial/Ethnic Disparities 

Apart from the dominant unhealthy eating habits seen in food deserts, it is also possible to see a racial 

segregation of areas where supermarkets and food deserts are located. A study that investigated the 

census data of 1990, in Mississippi, North Carolina, Maryland and Minnesota discovered that the 
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supermarket to resident ratio as being 1:3816 versus 1:23,582 for predominantly black areas (Morland, 

Wing, Diez Roux & Poole). In addition to the high ratio of supermarket to resident in black 

neighborhoods, another study also showed that “predominantly black neighborhoods have one 

additional fast-food restaurant per square mile compared with predominantly white neighborhoods”, 

which adds to the unhealthy diets in these areas (Block, Scribner & DeSalvo). In the city of Detroit, it was 

also found in a study, that neighborhoods, which consisted mostly of African Americans, were 

approximately 1.1 miles farther away to supermarkets than predominantly white neighborhoods (Zenk 

et al.). Through 2000 Census data and 2006 store location data USDA discovered that in the dense urban 

areas the higher the percentage of minority was, the more likely the area was to be a food desert, which 

means that poverty in these urban areas are a predictor of the presence of food deserts (Dutko, Ver 

Ploeg, Farrigan). 

Socio-economic Status 

The income gap between poor and neighborhood areas also reflect on the gap between the numbers of 

supermarkets in these areas. A study that includes data from the 21 largest cities of United States 

demonstrates that the households that belong to zip codes that require the most public assistance also 

have fewer numbers of stores in their areas. In addition to this the zip codes that require the most 

amount of public assistance report that only 70.64% of their households have one or more vehicles 

compared to 94% of the households that require the least amount of public assistance, which means 

that low income families have a harder time finding an appropriate transportation method to get to 

supermarkets (Cotterill, Franklin). In addition, the low income neighborhoods tend to have only 75% of 

supermarkets that are available to middle-income neighborhoods (Powell, Slater, Mirtcheva, Bao, 

Chaloupka). The same study that discovered the racial segregation element of food deserts also 

discovered that areas that have higher levels of poverty were more likely to be food deserts (Dutko, Ver 

Ploeg, Farrigan). 
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Food Deserts in the United States 

There are 6,500 food desert tracts in the US and 23.5 million people who live in low-income areas 

further more than a mile away from a grocery store. 4,175 of the 6,500 food deserts are found in urban 

areas (Dutko, Ver Ploeg, Farrigan). 

New Orleans, LA 

16.4% of the US census tracts in New Orleans are considered to be food deserts, which is higher than 

the US average, 12.3% and approximately 12.5% of the population lives in food desert conditions. 

Researchers from Tulane University, after carefully considering the food desert situation in New Orleans, 

thought that a better name for the food deserts in this area would be “food swamps”, which entails 

“areas where the large amount of unhealthy food that is available drowns out healthier food” (New 

Orleans Health Department). 

Chicago, IL 

With the case of food deserts in Chicago, the researchers who have been studying the area have 

reached to general conclusion that the existence of food deserts are highly correlated with the existence 

of the communities of color, which takes the issue of food deserts on a higher level, making it a civil 

rights issue. Various studies also found that of the total population that is living in food deserts, 70% of 

them are African Americans. African Americans who were interviewed for a study, explained that 

opening up more stores is not the solution since the actual problem is the “product availability, and 

quality”. One interviewee also mentioned that the stores they had access to also follow a different 

marketing pattern, where they displayed chips instead of fruits and vegetables, making the matter of 

access to healthy food worse. The African Americans also complained about the fact that these stores 

had “poor upkeep and customer services” (Illinois Advisory Committee). 

Atlanta, GA 

In a Food Trust Geographic study done in 2011, which included income, access to grocery stores and 

morbidity rate data concluded that the people who live in the urban Atlanta food deserts were more 



7 
 

likely to die from a nutrition-related sickness such as diabetes or heart disease. Even the areas that 

would normally be considered as middle-class, have a hard time getting to fresh and healthy food easily 

since at least one thirds of the population in Atlanta lives one mile or more away from the supermarket. 

This makes Atlanta the third-worst urban food desert in the US, followed by New Orleans and Chicago. 

Once again food deserts are mostly found in non-white and poor neighborhoods (Burns). 

Memphis, TN 

A professor of City and Regional Planning program at the University of Memphis states that only 7 out of 

the 77 census tracks in the urban part of Memphis have access to supermarkets. In contrast to the lack 

of supermarkets in these areas, convenience stores and fast food restaurants seem to be in abundant 

numbers (Backer).  

Detroit, MI 

In 2007, the last grocery store in town, Farmer Jack, closed its doors to Detroit residents, which 

increased the suffrage from insufficient access to grocery stores and fresh and healthy food. 30 % of the 

residents in Detroit live below the poverty line and 20% of the city’s population doesn’t have cars 

(White). Half of the residents of Detroit live in areas with limited access to fresh food, meaning that they 

have to travel twice as long to go to a grocery store or supermarket than they have to travel to the 

closest convenience store or fast-food restaurant. The main problem in Detroit is not that there is not 

enough food options it is that there are a lot of “fringe” food options that result in negative diet-related 

health effects (Mari Gallagher). 

Urban Agriculture as a Solution to Food Deserts 

Definition of Urban Agriculture 

Urban agriculture refers to the practice of a larger-scale recycling activity, where food and fuel produced 

by the market is also used by the market in order to produce more food and fuel. It includes activities 

such as: aquaculture, livestock raised in backyards, orchards and vineyards and vegetables grown in any 



8 
 

vacant place within an urban setting. Urban agriculture enables the shift from an open-loop system, 

where there is only one way flow of resources, to a closed loop system, where wastes are used as 

resources, making the cities become more resourceful, and self-sustainable (Smit, Nasr).  

Who Participates in Urban Agriculture? 

Urban Backyard Gardeners 

The term urban backyard gardeners is not only limited to the backyards, but also extends to apartment 

building balconies, rooftops, and even small containers. Their spectrum of produce varies from plant to 

honey, fish to small animals (Brown, Bailkey).  

Community Gardeners 

Community gardens are big lots, where each household has a smaller individual plot to grow 

plants/vegetables. In most cases each household keeps their own produce to themselves, but 

sometimes all the gardeners will share all the food that is grown in a garden, and sometimes the food in 

garden is raised for donation to food pantries and soup kitchens (Brown, Bailkey). 

Urban Agriculture Commercial Growers 

This category is the largest category of urban agriculture and consists of “individuals or organizations 

that produce food in and around cities for market.” Many of these growers are part-time farmers, since 

they don’t have to register their farms if there is another job in the family. The for-profit urban farmers 

sell to groceries and restaurants, since they have higher margins. The community supported agriculture 

(CSA) also falls under this category (Brown, Bailkey). 

Benefits of Urban Agriculture 

Conservation of Resources 

Energy 

The average food in a supermarket in the United States travels on average 1,300 miles and with 

increased urban agriculture, the supermarkets can stock on more local produce, which would decrease 
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the food miles and use less energy. The urban production of fuelwood (fuel derived from plants, woods, 

pellets, sawdust etc.), can become a substitute for other sources of energy, and reduce the 

transportation cost of energy coming from longer distances (Smit, Nasr). 

Fungibility 

The concept of fungibility suggests that “some resources can be substituted for others, freeing them for 

alternate uses. Urban agriculture, since it is based on the recycling of waste and resources, is a perfect 

example for fungibility since it prevents the use of additional resources by being self-sustaining. In a 

smaller scale, when looked at households, a large portion of the income goes through food, and if 

healthy food becomes a more viable option for these households, than some part of this income that 

was previously allocated to food can be allocated elsewhere. The presence of urban agriculture can also 

reduce the pressure of converting forests and other woodlands into farms, and aquaculture can reduce 

the pressure on oceans and seas regarding fish (Smit, Nasr). 

Human Resources/Providing Employment 

Urban agriculture enables urban migrants and refugees to be recognized as human resources, and can 

provide employment in urban areas where unemployment is a problem. Urban agriculture also provides 

a part-time work option for many people varying from teenagers to seniors who want to get their hands 

dirty (Smit, Nasr). 

Personal Health 

Nutrition and Food Security 

People who participate in urban agriculture tend to believe that the food they produce themselves is 

better for them, so they tend to eat it which is beneficial for their health (Bellows, Brown, Smit). A study 

which compared the fruit and vegetable intake of people who are involved in and people who are not-

involved in community gardens in Michigan discovered that people who were involved in gardening eat 

1.4 times more servings of fruits and vegetables than the people who were not involved, and they were 
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also 3.5 times more likely to consume fruits and vegetables at least 5 times a day (Alaimo). Since the 

retail price of local/fresh produce is higher in supermarkets, people with mid to low income families 

can’t afford it, but when they produce it themselves then they have access to fresh and healthy 

vegetables and fruits and show increased tendency to consume these products (Bellows, Brown, Smit). 

Active Lifestyle 

Gardening helps to “satisfy labor” enables “physical and mental relaxation and socializing”, therefore it 

is beneficial for the emotional wellbeing of participants. Gardening can also be seen as a good way to 

exercise which results in positive emotions such as “increased self-esteem, pride, confidence, personal 

satisfaction, and efficacy.” The benefits of gardening is not limited only to physical health, but also 

extends to mental health, since health professionals recommend the use of plant and gardening 

materials for the improvement of mental illnesses (Bellows, Brown, Smit). 

Community Wellbeing 

The existence of community garden and farms also has a social aspect to it, since it brings people 

together and increases the sense of community. Some prisons use garden programs in order to provide 

a better development path to its prisoners by enabling them to learn more about nutrition and “bodily 

self-respect.” There is also studies that show that the presence of urban community gardens is positively 

correlated with decreases in “crime, trash dumping, juvenile delinquency, fires, violent deaths, and 

mental illnesses” (Bellows, Brown, Smit).  

Examples/Case Studies 

Growing Power Inc. 

Growing Power is a non-profit organization, which helps individuals, who don’t have access to “healthy, 

high-quality, safe and affordable foods”, gain access to these by providing education and technical 

assistance as well as through food production and distribution (Growing Power).  A New York Times 

article that was written in about Will Allen and Growing Power, describes Allen as being the “go-to 
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expert on urban farming”, because of his innovative thinking skills and his knowledge on how to grow 

food efficiently in small spaces in urban areas (Royte). Allen’s primary goal is to make farming an 

attractive profession by creating new models that are emotionally satisfying for younger generations 

and by making small-scale farming economically viable (Allen, 185). Growing Power has three main 

goals: Grow Food, Grow Minds and Grow Community. Allen and his team accomplish the goal of 

Growing Food by using extremely cost and resource efficient systems such as; composting, using vertical 

space and using aquaponics, which is the “practice of growing fish and fresh vegetables for market in the 

same linked system.” Growing Power accomplishes its second goal, Growing Minds, by hosting training 

programs in order to educate other small farmers around Mississippi, Arkansas and Louisiana on 

aquaponics and intensive growing techniques. Allen accomplishes the third goal of Growing Community 

by giving the poor people who are in need of fresh produce what they need, by creating various sources 

of employment, and by helping the young (Allen). Allen’s vision and what he is done in the past with 

Growing Power Inc. shows how urban agriculture can be beneficial for the community in multiple 

dimensions. 

D-Town Farmers in Detroit 

D-Town Farm was founded in 2006 in Michigan and its mission is to “build self-reliance, food security 

and justice in Detroit’s Black community by influencing public policy, engaging in urban agriculture, 

promoting healthy eating, encouraging cooperative buying an directing youth towards careers and food-

related fields” (Mission, Vision and Values). They follow three main methods in order to fulfill their 

mission: “1) challenge the government’s capacity to provide a safe and clean supply of food; 2) challenge 

the government’s capacity to provide culturally relevant information about healthy food; and 3) demand 

the control of their local food-security movement.” They believe that through urban farming they can 

provide better and healthier food options to the black community that lacks access to such resources at 
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the same time teaching the community members how to grow their own food, so that they can become 

self-sustainable (White). 

Food Field Detroit 

Food Field, which was found in February 2011 by Noah Link and Alex Bryan, like Growing Power Inc., 

works to improve the community standards by producing local, affordable and sustainable produce in 

Detroit (Food Field Detroit). Food Field produces vegetables, poultry and fish. The two founders don’t 

put a fence around their 4 acre farm land due to its high cost, but they also don’t want to “wall off” 

anyone who is willing to visit their farm. They also use solar power in order to grow their food, which 

helps the environment while reducing costs (White). 

Limitations to Urban Agriculture 

Urban Agriculture Knowledge and Skills 

Urban agriculture requires specific knowledge skills in order to be as efficient as possible in small and 

contained spaces, and this knowledge usually comes from experiences and learning from experts in the 

field, such as Will Allen. Not all the urban growers might have the sufficient knowledge and skills to start 

a small community garden in their backyard, so this poses as a challenge to the urban agriculture system. 

(Brown). 

Costs 

People who need access to healthy and fresh produce are in most times the people with low-income, so 

the start-up cost of starting a community garden or even starting to garden in your own backyard might 

be an obstacle for many (Brown). 

Seasonality Limits 

Since not every city in the United States have perfect climate for year round production of fruits and 

vegetables, and since sometimes hurricanes and storms might happen, urban agriculture is not the most 

dependable source when it comes to year-round food security (Brown). 
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Health Challenges 

Even though urban agriculture provides tons of health benefits to the community by providing fresh fruit 

and vegetables, it can also have some harmful effects. Since it is an urban setting, the soil could be 

contaminated with heavy metals that might lead to food poisoning or other lethal diseases (Brown). 

Policy Implications 
By looking at how prevalent the food desert concept is in the United States and how the low-income and 

minority populations are vastly affected by the negative effects of food deserts, there needs to be a 

change in the agricultural system, and this change can come from the practice of urban agriculture. In 

order to improve the urban agriculture and to make it more common in all the cities in the US, the 

government must step in to show its support of “infrastructure for increased food production, 

processing, and marketing”.  

This support of infrastructure should include support for tools and similar shared facilities, help in 

marketing the locally grown food, and enabling school programs which provide healthier options rather 

than the products of large agribusiness companies. The government should also market being an urban 

farmer as a potential job opportunity in order to increase its popularity among everyone (Brown). 

The development of urban agriculture will be a perfect remedy for the presence of food deserts, since 

the problems that are caused by food deserts can be lined up with the mitigating benefits of urban 

agriculture. Urban agriculture brings healthier, fresher and affordable food options to people who don’t 

have easy access to that kind of food, which helps eradicate food deserts since it gives access to low-

income populations. Urban farming and especially organizations like D-Town farmers are trying to 

increase the equality of access to healthier food options in different race groups, and as mentioned 

above one of the key problems of food deserts is that there is a lot of racial segregation involved.  This is 
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why a policy regarding the support for the infrastructure that is needed in order to perform urban 

agriculture will help mitigate the negative effects of food deserts. 
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