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Introduction 
The lack of access to healthy food is increasingly recognized as a problem that will not be solved by 
health departments alone. A number of potentially innovative, cross-disciplinary strategies to combat food 
deserts – areas with little to no local access to healthy food – have recently been put into action. Through 
a brief look at three of these strategies, this paper will attempt to briefly answer the questions of why 
planners should care about food and what contributions can planners make to improve access to healthy 
food. I will also do a literature review as it relates to these three strategies and be able to identify areas 
that need more attention.  
 
Why Food Systems are Relevant for Planners 
Food deserts are physical areas where populations have limited or no access to healthy, fresh food. 
These areas generally have a high proportion of lower income residents and a high proportion of food 
outlets with limited or no healthy food options. Food deserts can be urban or rural. The dearth of fresh 
fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and fresh dairy in these areas often lead to higher rates of obesity, 
cardiovascular disease, and diabetes.  
 
Planners have long addressed public health problems through manipulation of physical environments. 
The first zoning laws were enacted to separate homes from polluting, unhealthy industries. The 
successes of planned, pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods depend in part on the health benefits conferred 
by lower pollution and increased physical activity. Planning for parks and greenways revolves around 
health and quality-of-life improvements. A transportation planner who advocates for efficient transit 
networks and bicycle pathways may also end up affecting asthma rates and physical fitness. 
Nevertheless, planning as a discipline has historically paid scant attention to food systems. This paper 
seeks to legitimize planning strategies as tools for tackling food system malfunctions. 
 
Food systems affect neighborhoods in large ways and small, but one of their most significant effects is on 
local economies. Food spending is a large part of a household budget (usually second only to housing 
costs). Food businesses create spaces for community engagement. Small retail food businesses are an 
easy entry point for local entrepreneurs. The population served by food markets is generally local, which 
ensures a steady stream of revenue. Frequently, food markets keep money from flowing out of local 
economies because they employ and are sometimes owned by locals. If consumers can be persuaded to 
favor locally-produced food, even more money is retained by the local community. 
 
Although malfunctioning food systems and food deserts may always be of primary concern to public 
health professionals, planners have tools that public health departments do not. Two of planning’s 
primary tools, zoning and land-use regulation, are already applied to achieve health-related goals, and 
can be creatively extended to affect food availability. Planners’ interdisciplinary education provides an 
unusually broad understanding of problems facing populations and the design, economic development, 
transportation, land-use, and community-development strategies that address these problems. Because 
food system problems have causes and symptoms that range far beyond the spheres of agriculture and 
health, planners are well positioned to propose connections and strategies for creating healthy food 
systems and healthy communities.  
 
3 innovative strategies 
 
Healthy Choices Garden 
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The Healthy Choices Garden is a partnership between the Triangle Land Conservancy, a land 
conservation group, and the Inter Faith Food Shuttle (IFFS), a non-profit organization who combats food 
insecurity. The Healthy Choices Garden is using idle farmland within the land trusts portfolio, and leasing 
it to the IFFS, who will use it to grow food for homeless and marginalized populations. This garden is “a 
permanently-protected organic food production site that will help feed hungry Triangle citizens, train new 
farmers, and educate the community about local, healthy food production and nutrition” 
(http://www.triangleland.org/). The partnership adheres to the land conservancy’s mission of preserving 
open space while furthering IFFS’ goal of fighting food insecurity. There is little evidence that suggests 
this model has been used before, although with so many land trusts it is hard to be certain. Unfortunately, 
I am not able to compare the economics of the leased farmland program compared to their current model 
of collecting food due to a lack of data from one complete growing season. I plan to expand on this paper 
in the future and compare the cost of IFFS acquiring, storing, and distributing food through traditional 
means against the same costs for food IFFS grows on land leased from TLC. In combination I plan to 
look at non-cost benefits of the leased farmland strategy and the results should provide some insight into 
the expandability and sustainability of this model. One concern of this model is whether farmland leased 
from a land trust adversely affects the local farm economy by undercutting private farmers. 
 
 
Food Retail Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) 
The FRESH program is a New York City initiative that seeks to encourage small- to medium-sized 
supermarkets to locate in food deserts through the use of targeted zoning amendments and economic 
incentives. The program has contributed to the opening of two new supermarkets since it began in 2009 
(http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/fresh/index.shtml). This program has not only changed zoning in 
certain food deserts around the city but also decreased the amount of parking spaces needed for 
supermarkets. Currently, there is a higher parking requirement for food stores compared to other retail 
uses. The decrease in the parking minimums allows for a maximum use of retail space, higher profits, and 
makes locating in FRESH areas more attractive then other areas of the city. This incentive based model 
is innovative and simple to translate to other municipalities across the country. This program has been 
slow to get off the ground and may be due to recent issues securing capital and the lagging construction 
industry. 
 
NYC Green Carts 
The NYC Green Carts program takes a mobile approach to food access in underserved areas of New 
York City. The program opens these areas to mobile food vendors but restricts the vendors to selling only 
fruits and vegetables. The program was signed into law in 2008 and is funded by a $1.5 million grant from 
the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund. The grant will be used for micro-loans and technical assistance for 
cart operators, and marketing for the program. The NYC public health and planning departments 
collaborated to identify underserved neighborhoods for both this and the FRESH program. Over a two-
year period, one thousand vending permits will be issued; at the end of the two years the program will be 
reevaluated (http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/html/cdp/cdp_pan_green_carts.shtml). Some carts are currently 
accepting electronic benefit transfers (the debit card system used for the program formerly known as food 
stamps) although due to cost not all vendors are able to afford the card reader.  
 
Supplemental Nutrition and Assistance Program/ Electronic Benefit Transfers 
One key concern of increasing access to healthy food is the acceptance of Supplemental Nutrition and 
Assistance Program (SNAP) and Electronic Benefit Transfers (EBT). SNAP, colloquially known as food 
stamps, is a program that increases the food-purchasing power of low-income populations. If planners are 
to successfully contribute to food systems planning, they will need to become familiar with food subsidies 
such as the SNAP program. Planners can use SNAP to their advantage by viewing it as an economic 
development tool. Contrary to commonly held perceptions; low-income areas often generate substantial 
demand for food because of SNAP subsidies. Department of Health data on county level SNAP 
participation rates can help businesses see the market potential of an area. Planners are already familiar 
with subsidies in land use, transportation, and economic development. The addition of subsidies for food 
to the planner’s toolkit of subsidies for affordable housing, railways, small businesses, etc. will increase 
planning effectiveness. Since Electronic Benefit Transfers (EBT) are the way SNAP funds are distributed, 



planners need to look closely at EBT acceptance as a component of planning to improve access to 
healthy food.  
 
 
Literature Review 
Much of the literature on food systems and food deserts originates from public health and nutrition 
departments. When papers involve planning, they tend to be centered on transportation, urban gardens, 
and farmland preservation and their attendant economic and community benefits. Despite widespread 
acknowledgement that impoverished areas are often food deserts, the planning literature touches only 
briefly on food security in underserved communities. 
 
Food access is not only an important aspect of a local economy but access to healthy food is a critical 
part of neighborhood revitalization. In “The Food System: A Stranger to the Planning Field,” the authors 
assess planners’ ignorance of food systems through a literature review and interviews with practicing 
planners. The planners interviewed note several reasons why there is lack of involvement: food is not 
directly associated with planning, food is a rural issue where planners usually focus on farmland 
preservation, food systems are regarded as private markets that do not lend themselves to intervention, 
funding is lacking for planning studies of food systems, and the perception that the food system isn’t 
struggling. (Pothukuchi, Kaufman 2000) The authors note several important reasons planners should 
become involved with the food system, most notably the fact that it is vital to human existence. The 
authors argue that planners advocate for healthy air, water, and shelter through smart urban design, 
promotion of compact neighborhoods, storm water management, public transportation, affordable housing 
mandates, and mixed use developments, and ask why planners do not take more of an active role in food 
production and distribution. (Pothukuchi, Kaufman 2000) The authors note a gap where planners can be 
of assistance: “Neighborhood planners could conduct food specific needs and resource analysis in low-
income neighborhoods.” (Pothukuchi, Kaufman 2000) Overall, the study finds that planners’ involvement 
in the food system is most successful when collaboration occurs with other agencies or groups (i.e. a 
public health department). (Pothukuchi, Kaufman 2000) This paper will supplement Pothukuchi and 
Kaufman’s findings and provide more detailed techniques for planners to incorporate into their roles. 

 
Street vendors have recently received significant attention in planning circles and are increasingly 
discussed by municipalities. In “Zoning for Public Markets and Street Vendors,” the authors note eight 
issues planners should consider when dealing with markets and vendors. These eight issues are: 
location, exemptions, permit caps, vending area, space allocation, restrictions on goods sold, cart display, 
and fees and taxes. (Morales and Kettles, 2009) These are all relevant focus areas, although the article 
does not address the impact vendors can have on food insecurity or community health. Similarly, the APA 
Policy Guide “Planning for Sustainability” vaguely alludes to food insecurity as a concern: “Minority 
groups continue to have less access to economic opportunities, adequate food and shelter, and needed 
services.” (APA, 2000) An article published in 1993, “Seeds of Change: Strategies for Food Security for 
the Inner City,” takes an in-depth look at food insecurity in the inner city. Through an interdisciplinary look 
at food security, the article touches on a wide array of disciplines including nutrition, public health, 
community economic development, and transportation. The authors’ recommendations include increasing 
the number of Food Policy and Planning Councils and more effort by transportation planners to integrate 
routes along food distribution outlets. (Ashman, de la Vega, et. al., 1993) While Food Policy Councils 
have taken root in cities across the country, the roles of planners in these organizations remains unclear. 
The authors address what is needed to alleviate food insecurity but do not specifically address where 
planners can be of use. 
 
The article “Building Community Food Security” focuses on some of the lessons that can be learned from 
various community food projects. These projects, although collaborative, were mainly initiated by 
community members, using a “bottom-up” approach. While planners can use some of the community 
development techniques discussed, there is a gap in information regarding planning-specific techniques. 
In addition to community development techniques, planners need to use their interdisciplinary background 
and influence to collaborate with local government. The article mentions the USDA’s Community Food 
Projects Competitive Grants Program, which has been a major funding source for community-based food 
and agriculture projects. (Pothukuchi, 1997) This program expired in 2007 and was designed to “increase 



food security in communities by bringing the whole food system together to assess strengths, establish 
linkages, and create systems that improve the self-reliance of community members over their food 
needs.” (http://www.csrees.usda.gov/nea/food/in_focus/hunger_if_competitive.html) 
 
 
Where do we go from here? 
 
This paper gives an overview of relevant literature as it relates to planners ability to increase access to 
healthy foods and looks briefly at three innovative programs. In a future paper I plan to conduct an in-
depth analysis of quantitative and anecdotal evidence and hope to be able to determine whether each of 
the three strategies discussed are sustainable and expandable. Since the programs are still in their 
nascence, the impact they will have over the long term will remain open to conjecture.  
 
The conclusions I reach about the three strategies will also allow me to draw conclusions about the role of 
planners in creating healthy food systems. I hope to be able show planners the value that food systems 
planning can bring to larger community and economic development projects. I also believe that this 
analysis will reveal strengths and weaknesses that planners bring to food projects. In conclusion, I hope 
the analysis will legitimize the role of planners in improving food systems and show a strong need for 
collaboration between public health and planning departments.  
 
Planners have the tools and expertise to contribute to the fight against food deserts. Planners can also 
expand the discipline of food systems planning. Links between public health and planning already exist, 
but creative strategies for work on food systems are only starting to emerge. Further evaluation of cross-
disciplinary strategies that rely on planning tools and expertise for their implementation and success with 
only strengthen planner’s legitimacy within food systems planning.    
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