
OBJECTIVE 5
Food insecurity is a public health crisis that affects hundreds of 
thousands of San Diegans—and millions of Americans—on a daily 
basis. Food insecurity is a deep and persistent issue, amplified by the 
2020 COVID-19 pandemic, that costs billions of dollars in education 
and healthcare annually. 

OBJECTIVE 6
Residential segregation—evident across San Diego County—impacts 
the availability of food options. To a large extent, nutritional inequities 
and diet-related health problems impacting low-income communities 
and communities of color across the region are the result of unequal 
access to traditional, healthy, nutritious, and culturally appropriate 
food.  

OBJECTIVE 7
Wasted food is wasted resources. Food is landfilled by the ton every 
day while thousands of San Diegans experience food insecurity. Food 
recovery—the practice of redirecting edible food that would otherwise 
go to waste, and distributing it to hunger relief organizations—
provides local organizations with additional, and possibly more 
diverse food resources for feeding those in need. 

Objectives 5-7 address 
major, interrelated 
challenges that San 
Diegans face in achieving 
food security, accessing 
traditional, healthy, 
nutritious, and culturally 
appropriate foods, and 
recovering wasted food.
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OBJECTIVE

Expand Integrated Nutrition 
and Food Security

STRATEGIES AT A GLANCE
• Support coordinated efforts and 

collaboration to expand integrated 
nutrition and food security

• Strengthen federal nutrition assistance 
programs 

• Strengthen local charitable food system

• Invest in comprehensive food education 
in schools

• Institutionalize food as medicine

• Increase long-term economic security

SAN DIEGO COUNTY FOOD VISION 2030



Introduction

Food insecurity is a public health crisis that affects millions of people 
in the United States on a daily basis, and costs billions of dollars in 
education and healthcare annually1. It is a deep and persistent issue 
that the COVID-19 pandemic has amplified.2 In 2019, nearly 10.5%3 
of all U.S. households experienced food insecurity. By September of 
2020, that number more than doubled to 25%4 who were unable to 
acquire enough food to meet their needs or were uncertain of where 
their next meal might come from.

Food insecurity is defined by the USDA as the lack of consistent 
access to enough food for a healthy and active life. It is a socio-
economic condition that is measured at the household level. Hunger, 
which is measured at the individual level, is a distinct concept. It 
refers to the uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack of food.5 

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization, food security 
exists when all people at all times have physical and economic 
access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious foods. While nutrition is 
deeply linked to food security, efforts to address food security do 
not always focus on the nutritional value of food. Achieving nutrition 
security requires access to adequate and appropriate healthcare 
services, along with a diet that meets the nutritional needs for a 
healthy and active life.6

The causes of food and nutrition insecurity are interconnected and 
are rooted in poverty. Low wages, unemployment, education, racism, 
inequality, zip code, disability, citizenship status, and family size all 
contribute to a household’s food and nutrition security status7. Food 
and nutrition insecurity are also linked to diet-related diseases and 
physical, mental, and emotional challenges, including higher rates of 
diabetes, obesity, and hypertension, anxiety, depression, behavioral 
issues, developmental delays, lower rates of academic achievement, 
and reduced worker productivity.8 Black, Indigneous, and people of 

1  Odoms-Young, Angela 
M., and Marino A. Bruce, 
April 2019, “Examining 
the Impact of Structural 
Racism on Food Insecurity: 
Implications for Addressing 
Racial/Ethnic Disparities,” 
Family and Community 
Health, 41, doi: 10.1097/
FCH.0000000000000183. 
Xiaodan Morales, Danielle, 
Stephanie Alexandra Morales, 
and Tyler Fox Beltran, 
October 2020, “Racial/Ethnic 
Disparities in Household Food 
Insecurity During the COVID-19 
Pandemic: A Nationally 
Representative Study,” Journal 
of Racial and Ethnic Health 
Disparities, doi: 10.1007/
s40615-020-00892-7. Gee, 
Gilbert C. and Chandra L. Ford, 
April 2011, “Structural Racism 
and Health Inequities,” Du Bois 
Review, 8(1), doi: 10.1017/
S1742058X11000130. 
Jernigan, Valarie Blue Bird, 
Kimberly R. Huyser, Jimmy 
Valdes, and Vanessa Watts 
Simonds, October 25, 2016. 

2 Kenneally, Brenda Ann et al., 
September 2, 2020, “America 
at Hunger’s Edge,” The 
New York Times Magazine. 
Washington Post Staff, 
January 27, 2021, “Going to 
Bed Hungry,” The Washington 
Post

3 Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, et 
al. “Household Food Security 
in the United States in 2019.” 
United States Department 
of Agriculture, Economic 
Research Service, no. 275, 
2020,

4  Silva, Christianna. “Food 
Insecurity In The U.S. By The 
Numbers.” NPR, 27 Sept. 2020

5 National Research Council. 
“Food Insecurity and Hunger 
in the United States: An 
Assessment of the Measure.” 
The National Academies Press, 
7 Feb. 2006, 

6 Link

7 Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, 
Matthew P. Rabbit, Christian 
A. Gregory, and Anita Singh, 
September 2020, Household 
Food Security in the United 
States in 2019, USDA 
Economic Research Service, 
ERR-275

8 See footnote 1

color (BIPOC) are disproportionately impacted, and as a result, the 
impacts of long-lasting trauma are ever present across food and 
nutrition insecure communities.   

Ultimately, the structure of our industrial food system perpetuates 
the food and nutrition insecurity that we see today. Decades of 
unfettered capitalism and government subsidies have supported 
the overproduction and marketing of cheap and unhealthy food that 
has infiltrated communities and federal food assistance programs. 
As long as food is produced for profit rather than need, people will 
experience food and nutrition insecurity.
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http://www.npr.org/2020/09/27/912486921/food-insecurity-in-the-u-s-by-the-numbers
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/11578/food-insecurity-and-hunger-in-the-united-states-an-assessment
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/11578/food-insecurity-and-hunger-in-the-united-states-an-assessment
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/11578/food-insecurity-and-hunger-in-the-united-states-an-assessment
http://www.fao.org/3/i3862e/i3862e.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=99281
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=99281
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=99281


Commentary Rates of Food 
Insecurity
In 2019, 10.5% of all households, 
or nearly 14 million people, 
experienced food insecurity. For 
the past 20 years, Black and 
Hispanic/Latinx households have 
had rates of food insecurity that 
are nearly double those of white 
households (Figure 1). And from 
2000 to 2010, 25% of Indigenous 
people were consistently food insecure.9 

Rates, regardless of race, are much higher 
for households that are 130% below the poverty 
line and are highest for single mothers that are 130% 
below the poverty line.10

Ironically, essential food workers are also some of the most 
vulnerable and food insecure groups. Research from various states has found that rates 
of food insecurity for farmworker households range from 20% to 80%.11 A study of migrant 
and seasonal farmworker households living near the border found that 82 percent were 
food insecure and 49 percent were impacted by hunger.12 In 2014, more than 40 percent of 
restaurant workers did not make enough money to feed themselves adequately.13 These 
statistics are pre-pandemic, meaning that the conditions are likely much worse today.  

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the San Diego Hunger Coalition calculated that 13.9% 
(443,000 people) of San Diegans were food insecure in 2017, down from 16.0% in 2015. This 
was equal to 1 in 7 adults and 1 in 5 children. They also found that 55% of food insecure 
adults were Hispanic/Latinx, 50% of food insecure adults were living with a disability, 41% of 
adults and 43% of children living below 200% poverty level were food insecure, and 46% of 
low-income single parent households were food insecure.14 During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the San Diego Hunger Coalition estimated that food insecurity jumped to 1 in 3 adults 
(603,000 people) and 2 in 5 children (284,000 children).

9 Jernigan, Valarie Blue Bird, 
Kimberly R. Huyser, Jimmy 
Valdes, and Vanessa Watts 
Simonds, October 25, 2016, 
“Food Insecurity among 
American Indians and Alaska 
Natives: A National Profile 
using the Current Population 
Survey–Food Security 
Supplement,” Journal of 
Hunger and Environmental 
Nutrition, 12(1), doi: 
10.1080/19320248.2016. 
1227750. 

10 Coleman-Jensen, Alisha, 
Matthew P. Rabbit, Christian 
A. Gregory, and Anita Singh, 
September 2020, Statistical 
Supplement to Household 
Food Security in the United 
States in 2019, USDA 
Economic Research Service, 
ERR-275

11 Ip, Edward H., et al., 
October 2015, “Profiles 
of Food Security for US 
Farmworker Households and 
Factors Related to Dynamic 
of Change,” American 
Journal of Public Health, 
105(10),  doi: 10.2105/
AJPH.2015.302752.

12 Weigel, M. Margaret, et al., 
July 2007, “The Household 
Food Insecurity and Health 
Outcomes of U.S.–Mexico 
Border Migrant and Seasonal 
Farmworkers,” Journal of 
Immigrant and Minority 
Health

13 Shierholz, Heidi, August 
21, 2014, “Low Wages and 
Few Benefits Mean Many 
Restaurant Workers Can’t 
Make Ends Meet,” Economic 
Policy Institute

14 San Diego Hunger 
Coalition, September 2019, 
Hunger Free San Diego Issue 
Brief: 2017 San Diego County 
Food Insecurity

Taking a Trauma-Informed Approach to Nutrition Insecurity
ADRIENNE MARKWORTH, LEAH’S PANTRY

Trauma is a pervasive public health problem, and 
its effects are detrimental to San Diego County 
residents. While the general understanding of 
trauma is often limited to commonly accepted 
adverse events such as violence, neglect, and 
exposure to substance abuse, food insecurity 
is also an adverse experience.  Because food 
security includes access to nutritious and 
culturally appropriate foods, not just sufficient 
calories to stay alive, food insecurity is deeply 
linked with other adversities, such as racism and 
historical trauma. These factors, among others, 
disconnect many San Diego residents from dietary 
and cultural nourishment.

Considered as adverse experiences for the 
individual, nutrition insecurity and cultural 
disconnection are biologically disruptive and 
negatively impact social, emotional, and cognitive 
processes. This disruption can increase cravings 
for high fat and high sugar food. Further, trauma 
creates difficulty in completing tasks such 
as planning, shopping, or cooking, which are 
building blocks of a healthy diet, especially when 
resource-limited. This situation reinforces the 
low quality processed food options prevalent in 
many communities with high food insecurity rates. 
Further, a history of trauma can also heighten 
sensitivity, reactivity, and feelings of shame. When 
systems designed to support food security—such 
as CalFresh or the charitable food distribution 

network—embed stigma, unnecessarily complex 
processes, and lack avenues for self-sufficiency and 
empowerment into their implementation, trauma 
can be retriggered or exacerbated. CalFresh and 
charitable food are not the solutions to chronic food 
insecurity.

Trauma happens to communities as well as 
individuals. Racism, economic exploitation, and 
inequities in policies across sectors are adverse 
experiences for communities who face these high 
rates of food insecurity. Viewed through the lens of 
trauma, food insecurity is not a plight of an individual 
family but a traumatic adaptation of a traumatized 
community. This condition impacts the same systems 
- social/cultural, economic, built environment—
required to support a healthy, sustainable, and more 
just food system. For example, community-centered 
traumas like poor wages and lack of social mobility 
increase the need for safety net support. But to 
make structural changes, other community-centered 
traumas such as lack of social capital can inhibit the 
emergence of locally owned food businesses even if 
financial or programmatic support is in place.

Using a trauma-informed approach asks us to realize 
the impacts of trauma on our residents and our food 
system, recognize traumatic adaptations in individual 
and community behaviors, and build a vision that 
centers community strengths and embeds healing 
and protection into all strategies.
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FIGURE 1 U.S. Total Food Insecurity by Race/Ethnicity, 2000-2019
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Source: USDA Economic Research Service, multiple years, Statistical Supplement to Household Food Security in the United States, https://www.ers.usda.
gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/readings/#reports.
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Food and Nutrition Assistance
Food assistance is available through a patchwork of government and charitable programs. 
These programs are often implemented by an interdisciplinary network of hunger-relief 
organizations, including food banks, food pantries, and gleaning organizations, as well 
as schools and childcare settings, senior centers, community clinics, affordable housing 
complexes and social service organizations. The majority of food assistance provided 
through most of these organizations comes from federal programs, managed through state 
and county contracts. These programs are outlined below:

• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): SNAP, known as CalFresh in California, 
is the largest nutrition assistance program in the country. SNAP issues monthly benefits 
on electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards to qualifying households, which can then be 
used at participating grocery stores and farmers markets. SNAP dramatically increases 
the purchasing power of households and accounts for up to 20% of revenue for 
participating food retailers. For every meal provided by the Feeding America network of 
food banks, SNAP provides 12 meals. 

• Child Nutrition Programs: A variety of programs, including the National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP), the School Breakfast Program (SBP), Summer Meals programs, and 
Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) provide low-cost or free meals to children. 
For the past several years, NSLP has provided over 3.1 million California students, 
equal to over 530 million meals per year. In 2020, that number dropped to 2.6 million 
participants and 393 million meals as schools were closed due to the pandemic. The SBP 
also saw participation drop from a little more than 1.7 million participating students and 
290 million meals in California in recent years, to 1.6 million participants and 261 million 
meals during 2020.15 

• Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC): WIC 
provides nutrition education, lactation support, and  benefits for food purchases to 
low-income pregnant, postpartum, and breastfeeding women, infants, and children up to 
age 5 who are at nutritional risk. Similar to SNAP/CalFresh, WIC benefits are issued on 
an electronic benefit transfer (EBT) card that can be used to purchase specific, federally 
approved foods at participating retailers. WIC participation rates have been declining 
nationally and in California for the past 10 years (e.g., from 1.1 million participants in 
California in 2016 to 880,000 in 2020).

• The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), Commodity Supplemental Food 
Assistance Program (CSFP) & Food Distribution on Indian Reservations Program (FDIPR): 
These three federal food distribution programs all offer monthly food boxes containing 
20+ pounds of shelf stable proteins, carbohydrates and produce.  

In San Diego County, Feeding San Diego and the Jacobs & Cushman San Diego Food Bank 
(including the North County Food Bank) along with their vast network of more than 500 food 
pantries and feeding partners, and thousands of volunteers, play a critical role in feeding San 
Diegans in need. The two food banks offer a variety of support and programming, including 
school pantry, backpack, and college partnership programs.

The San Diego Hunger Coalition also plays an essential role in the region, leading coordinated 
action, including research, education, and advocacy, to end hunger in San Diego County. 
Their CalFresh Task Force, Hunger Free Kids Task Force and Hunger Advocacy Network bring 
CalFresh application assistance providers, school meal providers and broader hunger relief 
and social service providers together to share best practices, collaborate, identify and address 
barriers through administrative and legislative advocacy.

In 2017, the San Diego Hunger Coalition estimated that 91% of food assistance (measured 
in meals) in San Diego County was provided by federal programs, mostly CalFresh, meal 
programs for children, and WIC. The remaining 9% came from the local charitable food 
system, including food banks, pantries, and gleaning efforts (Figure 2). 

15 USDA Food and Nutrition 
Service, Child Nutrition Tables
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FIGURE 2 Where Hungry San Diegans Get Food, 2017

Source: San Diego Hunger Coalition, 2017, www.sandiegohungercoalition.org/research/.
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In recent years, there has been a collective shift in the food assistance and hunger relief 
sector to begin focusing on nutrition security, or the nutritional value of food. Initially 
spearheaded by organizations including the County of San Diego Health and Human Services 
Agency, UCSD Center for Community Health, CHIP’s Farm to Institution Center, and Leah’s 
Pantry, efforts are now also being led by more traditional, local hunger relief partners as well. 
These initiatives invest in interventions such as produce prescription programs, nutrition 
education for healthcare providers, more comprehensive screening tools for food assistance 
programs, and greater emphasis on the nutrition of food offered through government 
programs and the charitable food system.

Impacts of COVID-19 
The COVID-19 pandemic triggered an unprecedented national unemployment rate of 14.8% in 
April 2020.16 Although official USDA food insecurity estimates for 2020 were not available at 
the date of publication, reporting and initial research from a variety of sources has indicated a 
staggering increase in food insecurity. 

16 Congressional Research 
Service, January 12, 2021, 
Unemployment Rates During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic: In 
Brief

17 California Department of 
Social Services, CalFresh 
Dashboard
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Source: California Department of Social Services, CalFresh Data Dashboard, https://public.tableau.com/profile/california.department.of.social.services. 
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FIGURE 4 San Diego County CalFresh Monthly Household Participation

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
about 2 million households (over 
3.7 million people) in California 
participated in CalFresh. During 
2020 that number increased to 
over 2.4 million households. Total 
federal and state CalFresh benefits in California increased from $499.6 million in January 
2020 to $802.3 million in June 2020, a 61% increase. 

Monthly household CalFresh participation data for San Diego County shows a major spike 
that coincided with stay at home orders—and resulting unemployment—starting in April 
2020 (Figure 3). For six consecutive years prior to the pandemic, San Diego County averaged 
slightly more than 136,000 households participating in CalFresh. From the start of the 
pandemic to February 2021 however, the number of participating households averaged about 
193,000 per month. Total federal and state CalFresh benefits in San Diego County increased 
from $31.7 million in January 2020 to $41.3 million in June 2020, a 36% increase.17
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FIGURE 4 Feeding America’s Estimates of Overall Food Insecurity by 
California County

During COVID, a new Pandemic EBT Program (P-EBT) was formed to provide families with financial support to 
purchase meals while school was out. As of September 2020, P-EBT benefits of over $1.3 billion have been issued to 
over 3.7 million children. Over 255,000 children in San Diego County received P-EBT.18

Feeding America has estimated that food insecurity increased from 35 million people prior to the pandemic to 45 
million during 2020.19 They project that California’s overall food insecurity rate increased from 10.2% in 2019 to 13.6% 
in 2020, and San Diego County’s from 9.2% to 12.9% (Figure 4). These projections are likely underestimates. The San 
Diego Hunger Coalition projects that San Diego County’s food insecurity rate increased from 25% in 2019 to 33% in 
2020.
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A national survey conducted by the Urban Institute found that the use of charitable food 
grew 50% from December 2019 to December 2020. The percentage of use across all races 
increased significantly (Figure 5). The survey also found that households with children, 
households with a member who has a disability, and households with noncitizens were all 
likely to seek charitable assistance. 

According to the Urban Institute, the reasons for the growth in charitable food use include the 
spike in COVID-induced unemployment, the closure of schools and day care settings and the 
subsequent loss of regular access to meals in those settings, supply-chain disruptions, an 

FIGURE 5 Increase in Charitable Food Use Due to COVID-19 Pandemic
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Source: Waxman, Elaine, Poonam Gupta, and Dulce Gonzalez, March 2021, “Charitable Food 
Use Increased Nearly 50 Percent from 2019 to 2020,” Urban Institute, https://www.urban.org/
sites/default/files/publication/103825/charitable-food-use-increased-nearly-50-percent-from-
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es from Asian, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Indigenous, more than one race, and any 
other race into one category.

Pe
rc

en
t F

oo
d 

In
se

cu
re

white other blackhispanic/latinx

increased supply of charitable food provided in response to the pandemic, and a heightened 
awareness of available resources because of the tremendous efforts of the charitable food 
system. 

The San Diego Hunger Coalition also suggests that many individuals who unexpectedly lost 
jobs and wages—making them newly eligible for federal food assistance programs —likely 
found charitable food assistance programs an easier starting point for seeking food support. 
Little to no government funding was spent on raising public awareness surrounding the 
availability of federal nutrition assistance to people who were newly eligible for support.

In response to the pandemic, the federal government passed legislation to offer relief, 
including the CARES Act in 2020 and the American Rescue Plan in 2021. Taken together, 
federal  legislation increased SNAP benefits and access to SNAP online purchasing, created 
the pandemic EBT benefit (P-EBT), Payroll Protection Program, and the Farmers to Families 
Food Box Program, and issued three stimulus checks. 

Nationally, food banks distributed 50% more food in 2020 than they did in 2019. Locally, San 
Diego County’s two food banks—Jacobs & Cushman San Diego Food Bank and Feeding San 
Diego—stepped up in major ways. 
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The San Diego Food Bank and Feeding San Diego 
are two organizations that have been on the 
front lines throughout COVID-19, securing and 
distributing more food than ever before. 

According to the San Diego Food Bank, during 
the first couple months of COVID-19, people in 
need of food rose from an average of 350,000 per 
month, to an astonishing 600,000+ per month. 
This unplanned increase over just a short period of 
time put a lot of added pressure on the charitable 
feeding network throughout San Diego County. 
From mid-March to December 2020, the San Diego 
Food Bank distributed over 40 million meals to 
families through their network of 500 nonprofit 
partners in San Diego County. The organization 
also provided over $2 million dollars in agency 
capacity grants to help their partners withstand 
the increased demand on their food programs. 

Within the same time span, Feeding San Diego has 
provided nearly 26 million meals, an average of 
700,000 more meals each month, compared to the 
same time period a year earlier. 

Needless to say, this unplanned increase over 
just a short period of time has put a lot of added 
pressure on the charitable feeding network 
throughout San Diego County. 

“Our most vulnerable communities have been 
impacted the hardest including lower-income 
adults in the labor force, many of which are people 
of color,” said Vanessa Ruiz, Vice President of 
Operations at San Diego Food Bank. “The San 
Diego Food Bank has continued to work closely 
with partners across all sectors to ensure food-
insecure families do not go without food.”

Alicia Saake, Chief Operations Officer of Feeding 
San Diego said, “It is impossible not to act when 
you see the numbers of neighbors facing hunger 
in San Diego alongside the incredible amounts 
of perfectly good food going to waste in our 
community.”

The two organizations address the issue by 
employing different strategies to ensure that 

S P O T L I G H T

nutritious meals are distributed to families and 
individuals in need.

The San Diego Food Bank’s average annual budget 
to buy food increased from $1 million a year to over 
$10 million since COVID-19 began. And during the 
same period, Feeding San Diego increased from 
purchasing an average of 24 truckloads of food per 
year to over 300 truckloads. “There continues to 
be an opportunity to rescue more food that would 
otherwise go to waste and instead get it to people 
facing hunger throughout San Diego County,” Saake 
said. 

Both agencies estimate at least a 50 percent 
increased need for food assistance in San Diego 
County that will linger for years to come. Some 
industries are not expected to fully recover for two to 
three years, which will affect job prospects, economic 
stability, and lead to a very long recovery phase.

“The relief I see on people’s faces when they receive 
food continues to inspire me to do the work I’ve 
done for the past 17 years,” Ruiz said. The work, 
she explained, isn’t caused by the pandemic. The 
pandemic merely exacerbates a serious problem 
that’s been neglected for far too long.

Saake agreed, saying, “An equitable food system is 
one where everyone has access to enough healthy 
food to lead a productive and fulfilling life.”

Resetting the Table
Racism, income inequality, health disparities, and food insecurity are all inseparable.  These 
issues have persisted for years and have been exacerbated by the pandemic. The pandemic 
has revealed both the challenges and necessity of the public safety net.

In looking to “reset the table,” the Rockefeller Foundation and others have called for a shift 
toward an integrated nutrition security system.22 An integrated nutrition security system 
combines nutrition and food security, ensuring that all people have dignified access to 
affordable, healthy, and culturally appropriate food. It treats access to healthy food as a right, 
making it a core element of health and education. 

Immediate actions recommended by the Rockefeller Foundation for moving toward an 
integrated nutrition security system include strengthening food and nutrition assistance 
programs, investing in schools as anchors of community feeding, and expanding food as 
medicine. These actions and more will be essential to expanding nutrition and food security in 
San Diego County. Increasing long-term economic security for all and dismantling racism are 
equally vital.

22 The Rockefeller Foundation, 
July 28, 2020, Reset the 
Table: Meeting the Moment 
to Transform the U.S. Food 
System

San Diego Food Bank and Feeding San Diego
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Core Challenges

The core challenges to expanding 
nutrition and food security in San 
Diego County are: 
Reducing poverty and inequality
Increasing the accessibility of food 
assistance programsExpanding 
Participation In Labor Unions
Improving the nutritional quality of 
food assistance
Integrating nutrition and food 
security efforts in the region

23 Bohn, Sarah, Caroline 
Danielson, and Tess Thorman, 
July 2020, “Poverty in 
California,” Public Policy 
Institute of California

24 Poverty status can be 
reported at multiple different 
thresholds (e.g., below 125% 
of poverty, below 138% 
of poverty, below 150% of 
poverty, below 200% of 
poverty). 

Reducing Poverty and Inequality
Food and nutrition insecurity are rooted in poverty and inequality. Across the food system, 
nearly every data set with demographic information tells a similar story of persistent racial 
and income inequality. 

The story is the same across San Diego County, which has the third highest number of people 
living in poverty of any county in California.23 Racial disparities are also apparent, with Black 
(19%) Indigenous (16.5%), and Hispanic/Latinx (15.6%) San Diegans experiencing much 
higher rates of poverty than households with members of two or more races (10.8%), Asian 
(9.9%), and White (8.4%) San Diegans. Research from the Center on Policy Initiatives also 
reinforces that Black, Indigenous, and people of color are disproportionately impacted by 
poverty and income inequality.24

Food and nutrition insecurity trends mirror the trends for poverty and income inequality, and 
are significantly impacted by the state of the economy. National and California data (Figure 6) 
both highlight the relationship between food insecurity and unemployment, with the need for 
supplemental nutrition assistance rising as unemployment rises. After the Great Recession, 
food insecurity rates and the need for supplemental support increased significantly. 
Similarly, while unemployment rates and SNAP/CalFresh participation were almost back 
to pre-Recession levels, the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 once again rattled the economy, 
dramatically spiking food insecurity rates. 
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FIGURE 6

FIGURE 7 FIGURE 8

CalFresh Benefits Track the State of the Economy in California

U.S. Median Family Income and Percent of Families That Save 
by Race/Ethnicity

Receipt of SNAP/CalFresh Benefits by Race/Ethnicity in San 
Diego County
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Source: USDA Food and Nutrition Service, SNAP Data Tables, www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-pro-
gram-snap. Adjusted for inflation to 2019 dollars.
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While unemployment was widespread across all demographics during the pandemic, 
Hispanic/Latinx, Black, and Asian Americans disproportionately experienced higher rates. 
Unemployment data by race/ethnicity in San Diego County was not available, but likely 
follows a similar trajectory. Regardless of race, unemployment rates across the country have 
remained higher than pre-pandemic levels as of December 2020. BIPOC households are 
particularly affected as they have lower median household incomes and savings than White 
households (Figure 7).

Similar to poverty and unemployment rates, the receipt of SNAP/CalFresh benefits are 
also divided along racial lines. Prior to the pandemic, White San Diegans made up 54% of 
San Diego County households (and 45% of San Diego County’s population) but only 29% of 
households receiving SNAP/CalFresh benefits. From 2015 to 2019, Black, Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander, Indigenous, and Hispanic/Latinx households all had higher SNAP/CalFresh 
enrollment rates than White households (Figure 8). 

Source: Federal Reserve Board, Survey of Consumer Finances, www.federalreserve.gov/econres/
scfindex.htm. 
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Food insecurity rates are also higher in certain neighborhoods, especially those with a 
history of food apartheid. In Southeastern San Diego, a region deeply marked by the legacies 
of racism, Hispanic/Latinx households today have proportionally higher rates of CalFresh 
enrollment (Figure 9). From 2015 to 2019, the average CalFresh enrollment rate for Hispanic/
Latinx in San Diego County was 10.3%, while it is common to see rates above 20% in 
Southeastern San Diego. 

Measuring food insecurity according to CalFresh enrollment, however, may not fully represent 
the issue, as it does not account for the variety of reasons some eligible residents do not 
enroll, including barriers related to race, language, digital access, etc.

Similarly, Black (15%), Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (15%), and Indigenous (12%) 
communities also experience higher rates of CalFresh enrollment than Asian (4%) and White 
(4.1%) San Diegans.

Food system workers, particularly food preparation, service, and retail workers, receive some 
of the lowest median wages in the country and as a result are disproportionately enrolled in 
SNAP programs. Based on an 11-state analysis by the U.S. Government Accountability Office 
(GAO), restaurants and other eating places employed the largest percentage of working adult 
Medicaid enrollees in five of six states that provided data. This category also employed the 
largest percentage of working adult SNAP recipients in seven of nine states that provided 
data.27

Efforts to increase food security must center long-standing issues of low wages, especially 
across communities of color. Reducing poverty and inequality are essential to achieving food 
and nutrition security.

FIGURE 8 Percent of Hispanic/Latinx Households That Receive SNAP/
CalFresh Benefits
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Maps prepared by Elliot Pearson and Blaire O’Neal from 
American Community Survey data.

27 United States Government 
Accountability Office, July 
2015, Federal Low-Income 
Programs: Multiple Programs 
Target Diverse Populations 
and Needs

28 Gorman, Anna and Harriet 
Rowan, May 1, 2018, “Why 
Millions of Californians 
Eligible For Food Stamps Don’t 
Get Them,” NPR

29 Nourish California, 2019, 
Lost Dollars, Empty Plates: 
What CalFresh Means for 
Individuals & the Economy

30 Moon, Joony, May 10, 2019, 
Lost in Translation: Language 
Access Solutions to Increasing 
Uptake of CDSS Programs, 
California Department of 
Social Services

31 Nourish California, 2019. 
Note that the California 
Department of Social Services 
believes that Nourish California 
overestimates the number of 
eligible individuals because 
they include non-citizens; see

Increasing the Accessibility of Food 
Assistance Programs
Federal nutrition assistance programs such as CalFresh/SNAP (also known as food stamps) 
and school meal programs are necessary to support access to healthy food and help bridge 
the gap for the thousands who are food and nutrition insecure in San Diego County. These 
programs however, are significantly underused and San Diego Hunger Coalition and other 
allies have been working to address this issue alongside the County of San Diego Health and 
Human Services Agency.

The state of California had one of the lowest rates of SNAP participation prior to the COVID-
19 pandemic. Reasons for low enrollment across the state include poor customer service, 
challenges with administering CalFresh at the county level, stigma, immigration status28, high 
administrative costs, and challenges with enrollment during all stages of the process (i.e., the 
initial application, verification, interview, reporting, and recertification).29 In 2018, the California 
Department of Social Services investigated this challenge and found that the low overall 
participation rate is driven mostly by low enrollment rates among people with limited English 
proficiency, the majority of whom are Spanish speakers.30

Nourish California calculates that 1.7 million Californians are eligible for CalFresh but do 
not receive benefits. This is equal to leaving over $2 billion in federal funding on the table. 
California’s heavily populated southern counties are eligible to receive 59% of that amount, 
including $228 million in San Diego County (Figure 10).31
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FIGURE 8 Additional Federal Dollars if CalFresh Reached All Eligible 
Individuals, 2020
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The San Diego Hunger Coalition, in collaboration with the Hunger Free San Diego Advisory 
Board, is conducting research on the meal gap in the region and has highlighted the pivotal 
role that CalFresh can play in closing the region’s meal gap. As of November 2020, their initial 
estimates show a current meal gap of 12.3 million meals per month, and a 62% CalFresh 
utilization rate for those at 130% of the federal poverty level and 52% for those at 150% of 
the federal poverty level. They also conducted a food assistance survey in early 2021 that 
highlights the barriers and opportunities for participation in federal nutrition programs. Initial 
findings indicated that the top reasons for not enrolling in CalFresh include being unfamiliar 
with the program and experiencing challenges with the application process.

Over 1,500 stores in San Diego County have SNAP/CalFresh access, but increasing 
accessibility requires ongoing efforts to make it easier for grocery stores and other local 
food retail outlets to accept Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT). In San Diego County, the 
UCSD Center for Community Health, works with Northgate González Markets to enroll SNAP 
participants, mostly Spanish-speaking, in the ¡Más Fresco! More Fresh Program.   

Meeting regional and national food security needs will require the expansion of federal 
nutrition assistance programs. In addition, addressing barriers to participation and 
maximizing use is clearly essential for addressing food and nutrition insecurity in the region.

Improving the Nutritional Quality of 
Food Assistance
In an attempt to feed all those who are hungry, food assistance programs often focus on 
increasing the quantity of food available, often at the expense of increasing the quality of 
food distributed. A central problem is that low reimbursement rates create significant barriers 
for federal meal providers attempting to source local, healthy ingredients. For example, San 
Diego County senior meal providers often have to fundraise to cover the true cost of the 
meals they provide. As a result, well-meaning efforts to address food security can perpetuate 
negative health outcomes and diet-related illnesses, including obesity, diabetes, cancer, and 
cardiovascular diseases. 

The San Diego Childhood Obesity Initiative estimates that 1 in 3 children are overweight 
or obese in San Diego County, with even higher rates for BIPOC children.32 Federal school 
meal programs provide a clear opportunity to improve these trends, which continue to rise 
year after year. USDA Food in Schools provides a tremendous amount of food at a low 
cost to schools across the country. An analysis of 5,000 lunches served in the U.S. through 
the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) in the 2014-2015 school year found that they 
exceeded targets for dairy, fruit, refined grains, red meats, and starchy vegetables but had 
insufficient amounts of whole grains, legumes, vegetables, and nuts.33 Other research 
has found that NSLP participants consumed less sugary drinks than nonparticipants, 
but consumed more energy from low nutrient foods such as french fries.34 A review of 
the lunch menus of the 25 largest school districts in California also found that they were 
still predominantly serving pizza, cheeseburgers, chicken strips, hot dogs, and deli meat 
sandwiches, mostly purchased through the USDA from a few large meat companies.35 

32 San Diego Childhood Obesity 
Initiative, County of San Diego, 
Health and Human Services 
Agency, Live Well San Diego, 
September 2019, State of 
Childhood Obesity in San 
Diego County: Supplemental 
Data Report

33 Poole, Mary Kathryn, Aviva A. 
Musicus, and Erica L. Kenney, 
December 2020, “Alignment Of 
US School Lunches With The 
EAT-Lancet Healthy Reference 
Diet’s Standards For Planetary 
Health,” Health Affairs, 39(12)

34 Briefel, Ronette, R., 
Ander Wilson, and Philip 
M. Gleason, February 2009, 
“Consumption of Low-nutrient, 
Energy-dense Foods and 
Beverages at School, Home, 
and Other Locations Among 
School Lunch Participants 
and Nonparticipants,” 
Journal of the American 
Dietetic Association, 109(2 
supplement), doi: 10.1016/j.
jada.2008.10.064.

35  Kraus-Polk, Julian, and Kari 
Hamerschlag, March 2021, 
The State of School Lunch 
in California: Opportunities 
for Improving the Health 
and Environmental Profile of 
School Food, Friends of the 
Earth
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https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.01102
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.01102
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.01102
https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.01102
https://foe.org/resources/the-state-of-school-lunch-in-california/
https://foe.org/resources/the-state-of-school-lunch-in-california/
https://foe.org/resources/the-state-of-school-lunch-in-california/
https://foe.org/resources/the-state-of-school-lunch-in-california/
https://foe.org/resources/the-state-of-school-lunch-in-california/


Some research indicates that the quality of school 
breakfasts and lunches in California has improved 
after nutrition standards were updated in 2012-
2013.36 And San Diego County’s farm to school 
activities have been associated with improved 
eating habits, academic achievement, and 
better food purchases at home.37 These trends 
are promising, however research conducted 
by the Center for Good Purchasing during the 
COVID-19 pandemic found that school districts 
were forced to increase their reliance on USDA 
commodity food. They also found that schools 
purchased less fresh, local, or organic products and 
put zero waste initiatives on hold.  

The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)—a federal 
program providing reimbursements for nutritious meals and 
snacks to child care centers, day care homes, and adult day care 
centers—and senior meals—whether delivered at home or at meal 
sites—experience the same reimbursement challenges. California has 
a voluntary program, Preschools Shaping Healthy Impressions through 
Nutrition and Exercise (SHINE) that provides trainings around cultivating 
healthy habits to early care and education sites, but participation is currently low 
(e.g., only two sites in San Diego County are SHINE certified). A Food Research & Action 
Center evaluation of CACFP recommends that much more time needs to be devoted to 
engaging stakeholders directly affected by these programs 

In addition to federal nutrition assistance programs, opportunities also exist to improve the 
nutritional quality of food distributed through the charitable food system, which includes 
food banks and food pantries. Historically, the majority of products distributed through 
these channels tend to be shelf-stable and highly processed. Conversations with San Diego 
County’s charitable food system sector highlighted the paradigm shift over the past decade 
away from empty calories and toward nutrition banking, more fresh fruits and vegetables, 
greater flexibility, and increased dignity and respect. Again, a promising trend, but it is clear 
that increased efforts will be necessary to keep this trend moving in the right direction, 
especially in light of structural issues and corporate interests within the food system. 

Integrating Nutrition and Food 
Security Efforts 
Efforts to address food and nutrition insecurity have historically been siloed from other efforts 
to build a more equitable and sustainable food system. And similarly, efforts to build a more 
just food system have often been siloed from efforts to dismantle racism and foster greater 
wage equality. However, it has become increasingly clear, especially in light of the COVID-19 
pandemic, that these are not isolated issues. Achieving food and nutrition security will require 
better integration with our broader food system. 

In San Diego County, there is a long history of organizations working to address nutrition and 
food insecurity in the region. While collaboration across these organizations has increased 
over the years, there is a continued need for greater coordination and collaboration, along with 
a need to integrate others working across the local food system, including those working to 
support food recovery and local and values based food procurement. In addition, increasing 
collaboration with those working on broader issues of income inequality, affordable housing, 
transportation, and more is also necessary. And finally, increased collaboration with local 
Tribal communities is vital.

All of this was true before the COVID-19 pandemic, and even more essential moving forward.   

36 Gearan, Elizabeth C. 
and Mary Kay Fox, March 
2020, “Updated Nutrition 
Standards Have Significantly 
Improved the Nutritional 
Quality of School Lunches 
and Breakfasts,” Journal of 
the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics,  120(3) 

37 Stewart, Nora and Prem 
Durairaj, September 2018, 
The State of Farm to School 
in San Diego County, 2016-
2017, Community Health 
Improvement Partners
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The Opportunity

Before the pandemic, nearly 443,000 people were food insecure in San Diego County.38 
This number has dramatically spiked in the past year. It has become increasingly clear that 
the public safety net is essential for ensuring that all are fed. At the same time, it has also 
become clear that food insecurity cannot be addressed in isolation. Efforts must integrate 
nutrition, acknowledge historical trauma, and work toward addressing root causes. 

In San Diego County, we have an opportunity to build a more integrated nutrition security 
system, one that leverages local organizations and relationships, strengthens existing food 
assistance programs, increases access to healthy, nutritious, and culturally appropriate foods 
in all settings, and aims to reduce poverty and inequality. We can work together to build 
a stronger safety net, elevate healthy food as a right, and achieve economic security and 
equality for all.  

01  

02 

03

04 

05

06

SUPPORT COORDINATED EFFORTS AND COLLABORATION TO EXPAND 
INTEGRATED NUTRITION AND FOOD SECURITY

STRENGTHEN FEDERAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

STRENGTHEN THE LOCAL CHARITABLE FOOD SYSTEM

DEVELOP COMPREHENSIVE FOOD EDUCATION INITIATIVES ACROSS 
ALL SCHOOL DISTRICTS

INSTITUTIONALIZE FOOD AS MEDICINE

INCREASE ECONOMIC SECURITY

Strategies

A variety of interconnected efforts exist throughout San Diego County to expand and 
strengthen the network of food and nutrition security resources. These efforts are led by a 
group of collaborative nutrition and food assistance organizations and focus on  reducing 
child hunger, tackling childhood obesity, improving CalFresh access, strengthening state and 
federal policies, and responding to emerging needs during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Opportunities exist across these initiatives to further integrate food insecurity, nutrition, food 
recovery, and local food procurement efforts, influence policy changes, and address the root 
causes of food and nutrition insecurity. Below are examples of high leverage activities for 
local organizations to work on together.

01

SUPPORT COORDINATED EFFORTS 
AND COLLABORATION TO EXPAND 
INTEGRATED NUTRITION AND 
FOOD SECURITY

Strategies

Develop a shared measurement system: Hunger Solutions Minnesota created a data 
dashboard to tell the story of hunger in the state. Creating a similar timely database 
and visualization system that depicts food security trends would be valuable in San 
Diego County. This work is being spearheaded locally by the San Diego Hunger Coalition 
through its Hunger Free San Diego initiative.

Expand community ownership and storytelling: The Witnesses to Hunger program 
developed by the Center for Hunger-Free Communities and Drexel University empowers 
people impacted by food insecurity to provide testimony to government officials, give 
interviews with the media, and participate in community events. In their own words, 
Witnesses to Hunger participants call for fair labor policies, universal basic income, and 
a variety of improvements to SNAP.40  Local programs like Hunger Free Activists could be 
further expanded.Sharing first-hand stories from San Diegans facing food insecurity can 
help shift narratives and create lasting change in the region.

40  Gaines-Turner, Tianna, 
Joanna Cruz Simmons, and 
Mariana Chilton, November 
6, 2019, “Recommendations 
From SNAP Participants 
to Improve Wages and End 
Stigma,” American Journal of 
Public Health

40  Gaines-Turner, Tianna, 
Joanna Cruz Simmons, and 
Mariana Chilton, November 
6, 2019, “Recommendations 
From SNAP Participants 
to Improve Wages and End 
Stigma,” American Journal of 
Public Health

29 30

SAN DIEGO COUNTY FOOD VISION 2030OBJECTIVE INTRODUCTION CORE CHALLENGES STRATEGIES

Expand 
Integrated 
Nutrition and 
Food Security

01

02

03

04

05

06

07

08

09

10

https://www.hungersolutions.org/hunger-data/
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305362


Strategies
01

Link nutrition and food security with workers rights: Food system workers receive 
some of the lowest median wages in the country and are disproportionately enrolled in 
SNAP programs. Aligning policy advocacy efforts between nutrition and food security 
organizations and worker rights organizations could help improve working conditions 
throughout the region. 

Invest in spaces: Community Food Centres in Canada, Leah’s Pantry in the U.S., and 
many others adopt the philosophy that space matters and creating welcoming, dignified 
environments is key to supporting nutrition and food security. The 13 Canadian Food 
Centres offer opportunities for people to grow, cook, and share food together. This model 
is not widespread in the U.S., but identifying opportunities to improve food distribution 
spaces can go a long way toward greater dignity for all.

Hunger in San Diego County is worth solving. Here 
are three reasons why. 

1. Hunger in America is not going away anytime 
soon. 

There’s an ongoing debate in our country about 
the value of hunger relief programs. One argument 
against taking the time to make nutrition security 
programs work better is that it’s more strategic and 
a better use of resources to focus instead on the 
root causes of hunger, such as low wages. While 
the movement to create a more equitable economy 
and just food system is rapidly gaining momentum, 
we need to accept that this work will take decades. 
In the meantime, how many more children are we 
willing to let fall behind in school because they don’t 
get enough healthy food? How many more older 
adults will become malnourished and end up in the 
hospital? How many more parents will leave college 
to take another low-wage job so they can feed their 
families today? And…how many community leaders 
and changemakers aren’t joining the fight for equity 
because they’re struggling to meet their basic 
needs?  

Commentary

2. Nutrition security programs are a critical part of 
the solution, not a “Band-Aid.” 

No child, adult or senior should ever have to 
experience the traumatic and lasting effects of 
hunger and malnutrition. Unfortunately, too many 
people in San Diego County continue to go hungry 
because our hunger relief system doesn't work as 
well as it could. Because food assistance programs 
are generally hard to find, underfunded and overly 
complex to navigate, many San Diegans are denied 
help they need. As we work together to advance 
equity and racial justice in our nation, a foundational 
step is agreeing every person is worthy of enough 
food, adequate housing, and safety. While education 
and employment are widely recognized as the 
clearest pathways out of poverty, basic needs must 
be met in order to pursue either path effectively. As 
such, food assistance is an essential anti-poverty 
strategy that should be integrated into educational 
programs, workforce development, food sovereignty 
and other asset building strategies that can increase 
independence, income and, ultimately, the ability to 
purchase enough healthy food. 

3. Hunger is a problem we can solve.

Hunger Free San Diego envisions a future in which anyone 
experiencing nutrition insecurity can readily access adequate and 
appropriate food assistance to see them safely through their time 
of need. This vision is well within reach if we continue to improve 
and make better use of federal nutrition programs in San Diego 
County. Not only would increasing participation in programs like 
CalFresh, WIC and school meals eliminate our meal gap, it would 
bring hundreds of millions of additional dollars into our local 
economy each year. If we can agree that hunger is a problem 
worth solving, we already have the tools, data and resources to 
make it happen.

Launched in 2016, Hunger Free San Diego is a multi-year, cross-
sector and collaborative initiative that is facilitated by San Diego 

Federal nutrition assistance programs are the largest source of food assistance in San 
Diego County, yet they fail to fully bridge the meal gap and they remain underutilized and 
inaccessible by many. In addition to expanding federal dollars for these programs, there are 
significant opportunities for strengthening them, including increasing program accessibility 
and use, improving the nutritional quality of food, and expanding values-based procurement.

02

STRENGTHEN FEDERAL NUTRITION 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

Strategies

Increase Accessibility and Use
There are several organizations in San Diego County and statewide that are working to 
maximize available federal dollars through nutrition assistance programs. Many have 
highlighted the barriers to participation and are actively advancing efforts to increase 
participation, but there is more work to be done to maximize the dollars on the table and move 
toward greater nutrition and food security in the region.

Three Reasons Hunger is Worth Solving
ANAHID BRAKKE, SAN DIEGO HUNGER COALITION

Hunger Coalition and guided by an Advisory Board of 26 local 
leaders representing all types of food assistance programs. To 
date, the initiative has focused on developing localized indicators; 
adopting shared metrics; and pooling our sector’s data to establish 
a common framework of understanding about our local hunger 
relief efforts and most promising opportunities.

From this ongoing partnership, Hunger Free San Diego now 
provides quarterly estimates that are mapped at the zip code level 
on nutrition insecurity; the number of meals currently provided 
across all program types; and the number of additional hunger 
relief meals needed for all San Diegans to have adequate nutrition 
on a daily basis. Together with our partners, Hunger Free San 
Diego is committed to solving hunger in the region.
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Strategies
02

• School meals: The San Diego Hunger Coalition has outlined barriers and strategies for 
wider utilization of Universal Free Meals, Breakfast After the Bell, Afterschool Supper, 
Summer Meals, and School-based Charitable Food Distribution for every school district in 
San Diego County.

• Childhood obesity: The San Diego County Childhood Obesity Initiative has identified 
several recommendations  to increase food security and reduce childhood obesity, 
including strengthening Local School Wellness Policies to maximize participation in 
school meal programs, and increasing funding to enhance school meal programs and 
health and nutrition education through Local Control and Accountability Plans.

• SNAP/CalFresh: Nourish California has identified a number of challenges with enrolling 
in CalFresh, including language barriers, and steps to address these challenges. A 
new San Diego County Outreach, Accessibility, and Enrollment Task Force will provide 
recommendations for improving the enrollment process for a number of assistance 
programs, including CalFresh and Medi-Cal.

• Program navigation: The Hunger Free Navigator Program provides training and resources 
to make it easier for nonprofit organizations to connect food insecure San Diegans to 
food assistance resources.  

An opportunity in San Diego County is to measurably link these various programs, initiatives, 
and recommendations, similar to efforts undertaken by the state of Oregon.

Partners for a Hunger Free Oregon

Oregon has one of the highest SNAP participation rates, including high senior 
participation rates. It wasn’t always this way, but in the late 1990s state officials began 
to make it easier to enroll in SNAP. Oregon created a SNAP Client Advisory Board to 
establish a direct connection to state lawmakers, hold them accountable, and ensure 
there is equitable access to SNAP for all. The Oregon Hunger Task Force was also 
created by the State Legislature to act as a resource within government and as a 
statewide advocate for Oregonians.

Increasing the accessibility of food assistance resources through translation in multiple 
languages is also a clear need, especially in a diverse region like San Diego County. In 
addition to Spanish, research conducted by Nourish California also found that people need 
public materials and applications for social services to be translated for South Asian and 
Indigenous communities as well. Translating documents and offering materials in multiple 
languages can dramatically increase the accessibility and utilization of federal nutrition 
assistance programs. 

As the San Diego Food System Alliance looks towards building a 
more equitable food system that supports and is enjoyed by all 
San Diegans, one immediate opportunity to strengthen our local 
food system is by maximizing our region’s utilization of federal 
nutrition assistance programs. The SNAP (CalFresh), WIC, school 
meals, and meals for older adult programs bring nearly $1 Billion to 
San Diego’s food system annually! Just a 10% increase could result 
in as much as $100 Million in additional funding each year for local 
growers, producers, distributors, and retailers, while combating 
hunger and nutrition insecurity. 

While a myriad of federal food assistance programs are available, 
systemic barriers have historically limited participation. Structural 
racism, limited transportation, phone, and internet access, and 
a historic lack of engagement of low-income communities in 
programmatic decision-making has resulted in programs that 
are not designed by, and often do not work for, the people who 
need them. In response, the San Diego Hunger Coalition recently 
launched the Hunger Free Navigator Program to increase 
awareness of and access to food assistance resources. 

The Hunger Free Navigator Program engages organizations and 
community residents in creating an interconnected food and 
nutrition security network that can both connect people to food 
assistance resources and provide critical input to redesign food 
assistance programs with a focus on access and equity. Our hope 
is that many of the lessons we are learning as we collectively 
work to make it easier for people to access food assistance can 

S P O T L I G H T

support broader efforts in the region to create a more equitable 
food system.  

Our process included sitting down with service providers and 
communities who are experiencing food insecurity to understand 
needs, identifying priorities and co-designing approaches that 
alleviate immediate needs and create longer-term strategies for 
transformation. Two programs were developed as a result of 
collaborative conversations and work:

The Agency Hunger Free Navigator Program provides case 
managers, patient navigators, resource and referral specialists 
with a high-level overview of food assistance resources 
available across the county and the best ways to help people 
connect.

The Resident Hunger Free Navigator Program is designed 
to engage individuals and communities across the county in 
better understanding the food assistance programs available, 
the best ways to access food, and ways to get involved in 
making food assistance programs work better.

Making federal food assistance programs work for everyone 
requires a collaborative approach. As a coalition, we see incredible 
opportunities to further engage food system partners in San Diego 
County in this work. We believe that the more integrated our food 
assistance programs are, the stronger our food system becomes 
for all San Diegans! 

An example to draw inspiration from, Hunger Free America in New York City provides 
neighborhood guides to food assistance by the language most commonly spoken in particular 
neighborhoods. The San Diego Hunger Coalition is applying a similar model in San Diego 
County with their food assistance resource guides. These guides are updated quarterly and 
translated into 10 different languages.

Hunger Free Navigator Program 

AMANDA SHULTZ-BROCHU, SAN DIEGO HUNGER COALITION HUNGER FREE NAVIGATOR PROGRAM
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Improve Nutritional Quality of Food
Federal nutrition assistance programs play an important role in reducing food insecurity 
however, they could do much more to improve overall health and nutrition. Strategies for 
improving nutritional quality include strengthening nutritional standards for meals provided 
by federal food assistance, including school meals and meals for older adults; expanding 
nutrition education, increasing food assistance benefit allotments and meal reimbursement 
amounts, incentivizing the purchase of healthy foods, such as fruits and vegetables, and 
limiting purchases of unhealthy foods, such as sugary beverages. 

CalFresh Healthy Living, is the largest nutrition education program in the country, and funding 
is available to the County of San Diego Health and Human Services Agency to support SNAP 
participants with consuming healthy foods and beverages, reducing consumption of less 
healthy foods and beverages, and increasing physical activity. Significant opportunities also 
exist to better align nutrition educational programming (SNAP-Ed) with SNAP promotion. 
Nutrition education classes could highlight healthier menus that families could prepare with 
their SNAP benefits and matching nutrition incentive programs like ¡Más Fresco! More Fresh 
or Market Match. Nutrition education programs could also highlight practices to extend the 
shelf life of perishable foods.  

Exploring additional strategies for improving nutrition through federal food assistance 
programs is an important strategy moving forward. The concept of nutrition security 
has recently been elevated at the federal level and several strategies for expanding food 
as medicine, increasing the flexibility of SNAP, and improving school meals are being 
discussed.43

43  Nargi, Lela, May 6, 2021, 
“We’ve Had Campaigns to 
Combat Hunger. New Up: 
‘Nutrition Security,’” The 
Counter

44 Wallace Center at Winrock 
International, January 2021, 
Farmers to Families Food Box 
Research Findings

Expand Values-Based Procurement
With billions of dollars spent on federal food assistance, there is significant potential to 
increase values-based procurement through these programs. The Farmers to Families Food 
Box program provides an example of how federal food assistance programs can be designed 
to meet the dual goals of hunger relief and supporting small farmers.44 The program will 
sunset in May 2021 and funds will be redirected to SNAP and other programs but moving 
forward, there is significant potential to integrate values-based procurement into federal food 
nutrition assistance programs, with a particular focus on school meals and meals for older 
adults.

Federal food assistance programs like SNAP and WIC are the first line of defense against 
food insecurity. These programs however, are insufficient to meet all of the food needs in our 
region, primarily because of limited eligibility and inadequate monthly benefit levels. The local 
charitable food system—a network of food banks, food pantries, and meal programs—fills the 
gap by distributing billions of pounds of food annually. Similar to the federal food assistance 
programs, there are many ways to strengthen the local charitable food system, including 
increasing accessibility and use, improving the nutritional quality of food, expanding values-
based procurement, and scaling up food recovery logistics.

03

STRENGTHEN THE LOCAL 
CHARITABLE FOOD SYSTEM

Strategies

Increase Accessibility and Use
San Diego County has a strong local charitable food system with several organizations 
and programs that are connecting people in need with essential resources. As with the 
federal food assistance programs, ensuring that all resources and materials are available in 
multiple languages is key for increasing the accessibility and use of programs and services 
administered through the charitable food system. 

One clear opportunity is to offer website translation options (e.g., weglot, bablic) for the many 
resources available through local charitable food organizations, including Feeding San Diego 
and the San Diego Food Bank. The Food Locator map and Feeding San Diego’s map, which 
help people find the nearest and most appropriate food pantry to meet their needs, could 
benefit many more people if translation options were available. 

Another strategy to increase accessibility and use is to incorporate a trauma-informed 
approach across the local charitable food system. Leah’s Pantry advocates for this 
approach which recognizes the impacts of stress, adversity, shaming, stigma, and blame, 
and how these conditions affect participation within the charitable food system. Through 
their Nutrition Pantry Program, Leah’s Pantry outlines trauma-informed principles (Table 1) 
and offers training to help pantries increase cultural and dietary accommodations, foster 
community connections, prioritize healthy food inventory and purchasing, set nutrition goals 
and pantry plans, provide nutrition education, and improve the overall environment of the 
pantry. Expanding the trauma-informed lens to increase the accessibility and use of the local 
charitable food system is a clear opportunity moving forward. 
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https://www.leahspantry.org/what-we-offer/cultivate-nourished-communities/nutrition-pantry-program/#process


Table 1: Trauma-Informed Principles

Principle Definition

Safety Ensure physical and emotional safety; prevent further trauma from 
occurring. 

Trustworthiness and 
Transparency

Maintain transparency in policies and procedures, with the objective of 
building trust among stakeholders.

Collaboration View policy’s target population as active partners in policy development 
and implementation and as experts in their own lives.

Empowerment Share power with policy’s target population, giving them a strong voice in 
decision making.

Choice Preserve meaningful choices for policy’s target population to maintain a 
sense of control.

Intersectionality Focus on awareness of identity characteristics and the privileges or 
oppression these characteristics can incur.

The Stop (Toronto) The Stop started as a food bank in the 1980s and has evolved to 
provide 3 distinct services at 3 locations: 1) a drop-in meal program, 
food bank, and community kitchens; 2) a greenhouse, garden, 
and year-round farmers market; 3) a daytime drop-in center that 
offers breakfast and lunch, along with life skills training and leisure 
activities. 

Mainers Feeding Mainers The Good Shepherd Food Bank of Maine commits to food purchases 
from local farmers, letting growers know in advance how much food 
they will be purchasing. They began with 9 farms and the program 
now works with more than 80 farms!46

Improve Nutritional Quality of Food
Although conversations with San Diego County’s charitable food system organizations 
emphasized a shift over the past decade toward more nutritious foods, there are still many 
opportunities to improve the nutritional quality of food distributed through these channels. 
Much of the food moving through the local charitable food system is shelf-stable, meaning 
that it can safely be stored at room temperature for extended periods of time. These items 
also tend to be highly processed and high in saturated fat, sodium, and added sugars. 
Improving the quality of foods and setting nutritional guidelines to meet the unique needs and 
capacity of the local charitable food system is a clear opportunity for expanding nutrition and 
food security in the region.   

To support decision-making at food banks and pantries around what constitutes nutritious 
food, a 2020 panel of experts in the charitable food system, nutrition, and food policy fields 
developed a three-tiered set of recommendations. The recommendations evaluate saturated 
fat, sodium, and added sugar in 11 food categories and suggest rankings of “Choose Often,” 

“Choose Sometimes,” and “Choose Rarely.”45 The panel also provided a set of considerations 
for each food type. As an example, they recommend the rinsing of canned vegetables prior to 
eating to reduce sodium content, selecting fresh and frozen products with no added sugar or 
sodium, and distinguishing 100% juice from “fruit” drinks that contain added sugars. Adopting 
guidelines similar to these throughout San Diego County’s charitable food system would go a 
long way toward improving nutrition security. 

45  Healthy Eating Research, 
March 2020, Healthy Eating 
Research Nutrition Guidelines 
for the Charitable Food 
System

46  Schauffler, Marina, April 
25, 2021, “Achieving Goal of 
Mainers Eating 30% Locally 
Sourced Foods Will Require 
Fundamental Changes to 
Food System,” Penobscot 
Bay Pilot

Expand Values-Based Procurement
Expand Values-Based Procurement

As food banks and pantries expand to meet the rising demand for food through the charitable 
food system, especially healthy, nutritious, and culturally appropriate food, there are many 
opportunities to prioritize values-based procurement. This means cultivating relationships 
with local farmers and fishermen, including producers of color, and shifting procurement to 
those who produce food responsibly, caring for our oceans and lands and treating workers 
and animals with dignity.

One local example to consider for replication is the partnership between the Oceanside City 
Council, Botanical Community Development Initiatives (BCDI), and local Community Resource 
Centers. As part of dedicated funding for a COVID-19 Emergency Food Distribution Program, 
the City Council partnered with BCDI to aggregate fresh produce boxes from 30 local farmers 
to distribute to those in need. BCDI (Community Roots Farm) is a member of Foodshed, an 
farmer-led food hub that can cultivate similar partnerships with other cities and charitable 
food organizations across the region. 

Below are additional examples that may provide inspiration in San Diego County.
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http://Mainers Feeding Mainers
https://www.gsfb.org/programs/mainers-feeding-mainers/
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/her-food-bank_FINAL.pdf
https://www.penbaypilot.com/article/achieving-goal-mainers-eating-30-locally-sourced-foods-will-require-fundamental-chang/146121
https://www.penbaypilot.com/article/achieving-goal-mainers-eating-30-locally-sourced-foods-will-require-fundamental-chang/146121
https://www.penbaypilot.com/article/achieving-goal-mainers-eating-30-locally-sourced-foods-will-require-fundamental-chang/146121
https://www.penbaypilot.com/article/achieving-goal-mainers-eating-30-locally-sourced-foods-will-require-fundamental-chang/146121
https://www.penbaypilot.com/article/achieving-goal-mainers-eating-30-locally-sourced-foods-will-require-fundamental-chang/146121


Scale Up Food Recovery Logistics
Food recovery is the practice of redirecting surplus food that would otherwise go to waste to 
hunger relief organizations. Food waste prevention and food sovereignty are the long-term 
goals however, food recovery provides one actionable way to address immediate food needs 
in the region. 

The Natural Resources Defense Council conducted studies in Denver, Nashville, and New York 
City that model the potential of expanded food rescue to meet the meal gaps within each of 
these communities. The results are promising. The study found that Denver and Nashville 
could meet an additional 46-48% of their cities’ meal gap by increasing food rescue initiatives, 
while New York City could meet an additional 23% of its meal gap.47

In San Diego County, there are several organizations working to reduce food waste and 
increase food recovery efforts. SB 1383 provides a mandate to recover at least 20% of edible 
food that would otherwise go to waste by 2025. Meeting this goal will require increased 
coordination across food recovery organizations and will strengthen our collective capacity to 
redirect surplus food to help meet the meal gap in San Diego County.

Objective 7: Scale Up Food Waste Prevention, Recovery, and Recycling Initiatives highlights 
food recovery strategies—including ensuring efficiency and consistency in logistics, 
transportation, and distribution; establishing strategic partnerships and collaborations; 
investing in technology; and increasing financing—in more detail.

47  Berkenkamp, JoAnne and 
Caleb Phillips, October 2017, 
Modeling the Potential to 
Increase Food Rescue: Denver, 
New York City, and Nashville, 
Natural Resources Defense 
Council

Schools play a vital role in addressing food and nutrition insecurity.48 Farm to School activities 
in particular, can improve childhood eating habits, offer cognitive and emotional benefits, 
expose students to food system issues, and improve food security at home.49 Investing 
in farm to school programs and creating comprehensive food education initiatives across 
all school districts is a key strategy for San Diego County. This includes cultivating staff 
role models, healthy eating opportunities that feature locally-produced foods, educational 
opportunities, and food and beverage marketing that supports healthy diets.50

The San Diego County Farm to School Taskforce, facilitated by the Farm to Institution Center 
at Community Health Improvement Partners, is the most established farm to school network 
in California, and includes county level staff, city level staff, permanent positions within school 
districts, and strong nonprofit support. There is much more that can be done to strengthen 
these efforts and build comprehensive food education initiatives across schools in San Diego 
County, including investing in values-based procurement and food education efforts. 

04

DEVELOP COMPREHENSIVE FOOD 
EDUCATION INITIATIVES ACROSS 
ALL SCHOOL DISTRICTS
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48  The California Health 
Education Framework was 
adopted by the State Board of 
Education in May 2019 but the 
report was not available at the 
time of publication.

49 Stewart, Nora and Prem 
Durairaj, September 2018, The 
State of Farm to School in San 
Diego County, 2016-2017, The 
Farm to Institution Center

50 Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2019, 
Comprehensive Framework 
for Addressing the School 
Nutrition Environment and 
Services, Atlanta, GA: Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention, US Dept of Health 
and Human Services

Expand Values-Based Procurement
School districts provide millions of meals and spend billions of dollars on food purchases 
annually, presenting an incredible opportunity to expand food security and support local 
and values-aligned producers. Recent data for San Diego County shows that more than $19 
million was spent by school districts on food procured from California growers, 11% of which 
was procured from San Diego County growers. 

The primary challenges for schools seeking to expand local food procurement include: a 
lack of consistent funding, challenges with sourcing local food, and a reliance on federal 
reimbursements. Reimbursements are particularly challenging because you need additional 
funding to improve procurement and the quality of meals, but reimbursements depend on the 
number of participating students. 
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https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/modeling-potential-increase-food-rescue-report.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/modeling-potential-increase-food-rescue-report.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/modeling-potential-increase-food-rescue-report.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/modeling-potential-increase-food-rescue-report.pdf
https://f2icenter.org/
https://www.sdchip.org/
https://californiahealtheducation.org/Pages/Home.aspx#
https://californiahealtheducation.org/Pages/Home.aspx#
https://f2icenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FINAL-F2S-Report-1.pdf
https://f2icenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FINAL-F2S-Report-1.pdf
https://f2icenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FINAL-F2S-Report-1.pdf
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019, Comprehensive Framework for Addressing the School Nutrition Environment and Services, Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, US Dept of Health and Human Services
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019, Comprehensive Framework for Addressing the School Nutrition Environment and Services, Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, US Dept of Health and Human Services
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019, Comprehensive Framework for Addressing the School Nutrition Environment and Services, Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, US Dept of Health and Human Services
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019, Comprehensive Framework for Addressing the School Nutrition Environment and Services, Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, US Dept of Health and Human Services


There are, however, several school districts in San Diego County that have experienced 
nutrition service teams that are finding ways to procure locally-grown foods, and a few 
districts that have committed to going beyond local food procurement and federally 
mandated nutrition requirements by aligning with Good Food Purchasing Program values. The 
Good Food Purchasing Program provides a framework to redirect purchasing dollars to small 
and mid-sized local food producers who employ sustainable production practices, offer safe 
working conditions and fair pay to workers, and provide healthy and humane care for farm 
animals. In June 2020, the Escondido Union School District became the first institution in San 
Diego County to adopt the Good Food Purchasing Program framework. 

Increasing values-based food procurement and expanding the Good Food Purchasing 
Program to other school districts is a clear opportunity for expanding nutrition and food 
security in San Diego County. 

Integrate Food Education Across the 
Curriculum
Pairing values-based procurement efforts with food education 
initiatives creates a powerful foundation for health, nutrition, and 
learning at schools. 

School districts, however, are often operating on limited budgets 
and it can be challenging to invest in both the quality of school 
lunches and classroom education at the same time. While several 
school districts are implementing strategies such as Harvest of the 
Month, most lack programs that comprehensively integrate school 
food meal programs with educational curricula. Nutrition education 
in particular is not part of the core curriculum at schools, and USDA 
dietary guidelines tend to be influenced by major food industries and 
corporate lobbying.

A growing number of examples across the country have emerged however, that 
are implementing comprehensive initiatives that institutionalize food education and school 
garden initiatives, adopt evidence-based dietary and nutrition guidelines, increase values-
based procurement, develop online resources and technical assistance for school food 
services, and more.

Oregon Farm to School A unique feature of Oregon’s farm to school program is that 
noncompetitive grants are awarded to schools. The program started with 
$200,000 in funding in 2012 and now has a budget of nearly $15 million.

Farm to Cafeteria Canada In 2016, 50 schools were delivered grants across British Columbia and 
Ontario, enabling approximately 20,000 students with opportunities 
to grow, harvest, cook, preserve, and eat healthy, local foods. F2CC’s 
Nourishing School Communities program has resulted in more than 
250 policy and behavioral changes at the local and provincial levels, 
transforming school and policy environments. These include the 
development of policies or guidelines to facilitate food safety, food 
preparation, local food procurement and purchasing, and student 
involvement in menu planning, as well as field trips to local farms and 
food literacy activities.

Chefs Brigaid Currently partnered with New London Public Schools in Connecticut and 
Richmond Public Schools in Virginia, this program trains school staff to 
improve the quality of food served to students.

Vermont Farm to School Network The Vermont Farm to School Network is comprised of dozens of state, 
county, and local organizations and schools that share resources and 
information, provide trainings, run programs, hold an annual conference, 
and coordinate other events. 

Significant opportunities also exist to better align nutrition educational programming 
(SNAP-Ed) with SNAP promotion, including healthy cooking classes and tips on food storage.  

In San Diego County, Healthy Day Partners is a local organization that is supporting schools 
with improving school lunches, creating school farm and garden programs, and providing 
food education. 
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https://goodfoodpurchasing.org/
https://goodfoodpurchasing.org/
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/childnutrition/F2S/Pages/ORf2sGrant.aspx
http://www.farmtocafeteriacanada.ca/
https://www.chefsbrigaid.com/
https://vermontfarmtoschool.org/
https://www.healthydaypartners.org/


“The bottom line is, kids aren’t getting the healthy food 
they need,” said Mim Michelove, who co-founded Healthy 
Day Partners in 2012. “We have enough food to end 
hunger. What we need is the infrastructure to make sure 
more food goes where it is needed instead of into the 
landfill.”

What began as an effort to improve access to healthy, 
environmentally-friendly food options in public schools 
has evolved into a multi-faceted approach to improving 
access to healthy, locally grown food for communities 
throughout San Diego County. “For me, the evolution of 
Healthy Day Partners has been a personal journey that is 
powered by a sense of responsibility to grow a healthier 
future for everyone” said Michelove. “Equal access to 
healthy food should be considered a basic human right 
no matter your zip code or income level.”

Healthy Day Partners is founded on the belief that food 
should grow as close to our plates as possible to improve 
personal and environmental health. “When food is grown 
locally or sourced locally it follows the seasons. Seasonal 
food is designed perfectly for supporting our health,” 
she explained. “Food that is grown when and where it is 
needed is fresher, and often more nutritious. Since fresh, 
local food does not need to be extra firm for shipping 
or look perfect for market, there is more opportunity for 
diversity in the fruit and vegetable varieties we eat and 
the joy of trying something new.”

The Grab & Grow Gardens™ program was launched in 
response to COVID-19 last year as a long-term solution to 
food scarcity. “I want to help people grow their own food,” 
Michelove said. “Growing your own food increases food 
security while eliminating the need for packaging, storing, 
cooling and transporting food, significantly reducing use 
of nonrenewable resources and minimizing greenhouse 
gas emissions.”

“Food deserts are also nursery deserts. So, for Grab and 
Grow Gardens™ we partnered with Nan Sterman (The 
host of a popular gardening show on PBS). Together, 
we created a simple kit to teach food insecure folks 
how to grow their own food. We provide mature organic, 
seasonally appropriate seedlings, the soil, pots, and 
growing instructions for free through hunger agencies.” 
Food insecure families are provided with at least two 
mature vegetable seedlings each week, along with 
bilingual instructions that teach recipients how to 
grow their own nutritious vegetables and herbs, even if 

S P O T L I G H T

they don’t have a yard. 
Throughout San Diego 
County, over 10,000 Grab & 
Grow Gardens have been distributed 
to children, seniors, active military, and 
families hit hardest by the pandemic.

Other Healthy Day Partners programs include the Healthy 
Communities Fruit Tree Program, a partner initiative with 
SDG&E. “Our shared goals are to address climate change, 
and support Greenhouse Gas (GHG) reduction, while 
alleviating food insecurity, strengthening and beautifying 
communities, and improving surrounding air, water 
and soil,” she explained of the program that plants fruit 
trees in community and school gardens in low income 
neighborhoods.  “Our inaugural fruit tree planting was 
a special occasion. We planted 20 beautiful fruit trees 
along the entrance to the Tijuana River Valley Community 
Garden.” 

Keeping food local also means supporting local farmers 
and community health, so Healthy Day Partners also 
offers a monthly Farm Box filled with a variety of colorful, 
seasonally appropriate, nutritious produce from local 
farms. And in 2021, Healthy Day Partners launched 
its newest initiative: The Homegrown Hunger Relief 
program. Through a mobile app, home gardeners can find 
one of Healthy Day’s neighborhood Donation Stations 
and donate their excess garden produce. Healthy Day 
Partners then collects all of the fresh produce and 
distributes it directly to local food pantries where it 
nourishes neighbors facing food scarcity. 

In the next ten years, Healthy Day Partners aims to 
normalize growing food in public spaces. “I want people 
to grow their own food, even if it’s in a bucket. I want 
people to have a better understanding of what’s seasonal 
and available in their region. I want people to understand 
the impact our food choices have on the environment, 
and to see cities and neighborhoods dedicate more 
land toward growing food. I want to see a food system 
that addresses issues of racial injustice, and I want to 
see school lunches that actually reflect how much we 
value our children. I want to highlight women farmers 
and workers in the food system and support student 
activism,” Michelove said. “Creating equal access to 
healthy food and quality education, and supporting 
overall healthy communities for all people is simply good 
citizenship.”

Investing in San Diego County’s Farm to School Taskforce and other organizations like 
Healthy Day Partners is an important strategy moving forward. Creating comprehensive food 
education initiatives across all school districts is essential for expanding nutrition and food 
security in the region. 

The concept of food as medicine has recently emerged in response to increasing evidence 
that a nutritionally adequate diet can support better health outcomes.51 Food as medicine 
involves recognizing that food is a human right, and it includes support for food sovereignty 
and the rematriation of land.52 

Food as medicine interventions, especially nutrition incentive programs, have become more 
common in recent years53 as a powerful strategy for cultivating greater nutrition and food 
security. 

05

INSTITUTIONALIZE FOOD AS 
MEDICINE

Strategies

Expand Nutrition Incentive and 
Intervention Programs
Examples of nutrition interventions include the Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive (FINI) 
program and UCSD’s ¡Más Fresco! More Fresh, fruit and vegetable food prescription 
programs, and programs to increase the nutritional quality of food assistance programs. 

Food as medicine interventions also include increasing nutrition education in medical 
schools and healthcare settings,54 encouraging long-term funding through health insurance 
reimbursements, and increasing healthy food procurement in healthcare settings. 

Medically tailored meals, offered by Mama’s Kitchen, are an example of another important 
food as medicine intervention where custom meals are provided to individuals with severe 
illness through referrals from medical professionals or through healthcare plans. Meal plans 
are developed by registered dietitians, and are designed to improve health outcomes and 
lower costs of care. 

51  The Right to Food: Building 
Upon "Food Is Medicine.” 
ScienceDirect, 1 Oct. 2020

52 Nittle, Nadra, April 22, 2021, 
“This Doctor Is Working to 
Build Resilience and Land 
Justice for Communities of 
Color,” Civil Eats

53 Food Bank News, November 
5, 2020, “Food Bank Seeks to 
Make Business Case for Food 
As Medicine,” Food Bank News

54 Harvard Law School 
Food Law and Policy Clinic, 
September 2019, Doctoring 
Our Diet: Policy Tools to 
Include Nutrition Training in 
U.S. Medical Training

Healthy Day Partners
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https://www.healthydaypartners.org/
https://www.healthydaypartners.org/
https://nutrition.tufts.edu/about/public-impact-initiative-friedman-school/food-is-medicine
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/FINI-Grant-Program
https://ucsdcommunityhealth.org/work/morefresh/
https://www.mamaskitchen.org/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0749379720301951
https://civileats.com/2021/04/22/this-doctor-is-working-to-build-resilience-and-land-justice-for-communities-of-color/
https://civileats.com/2021/04/22/this-doctor-is-working-to-build-resilience-and-land-justice-for-communities-of-color/
https://civileats.com/2021/04/22/this-doctor-is-working-to-build-resilience-and-land-justice-for-communities-of-color/
https://civileats.com/2021/04/22/this-doctor-is-working-to-build-resilience-and-land-justice-for-communities-of-color/
https://foodbanknews.org/food-bank-seeks-to-make-business-case-for-food-as-medicine/
https://foodbanknews.org/food-bank-seeks-to-make-business-case-for-food-as-medicine/
https://foodbanknews.org/food-bank-seeks-to-make-business-case-for-food-as-medicine/
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Doctoring-Our-Diet_-September-2019-V2.pdf
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Doctoring-Our-Diet_-September-2019-V2.pdf
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Doctoring-Our-Diet_-September-2019-V2.pdf
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Doctoring-Our-Diet_-September-2019-V2.pdf


Many challenges however, stand in the way of expanding food as medicine interventions. 
Challenges include short-term grant funding, short durations of exposure for interventions, 
and a lack of accounting for structural challenges such as racism and low wages.55 
Institutionalizing food as medicine requires time and the recognition that programs and 
interventions may take many years to create transformative change. 

Below are examples from around the country that may provide inspiration for San Diego 
County.

Increasing food as medicine interventions that cultivate systemic change and promote food 
sovereignty is a clear opportunity that can lead to greater nutrition and food security within 
San Diego County.

Operation Food Search (St. 
Louis, Missouri)

Fresh Rx: Nourishing Healthy Starts connects food insecure pregnant 
women and their families with assistance enrolling in nutrition programs, 
provides weekly meal kits, cooking classes, and comprehensive case 
management. Fresh Rx: Prescribing Healthy Futures connects families 
with diabetic children to meal kits, cooking classes, diabetes education, 
and family support.

Well Fed Essex Collaborative 
(Essex County, New York) 

Through the Wellness RX program, patients are recruited by healthcare 
providers, and receive nutrition education and vouchers for fresh fruits 
and vegetables. A unique feature of this program is that people can 
redeem their RX at participating retailers, not just at pantries.

ALL IN Alameda County This program fosters partnerships between community residents, local 
food growers, food buyers, and clinics to provide health screenings and 
food “farmacies" or voucher programs in medical settings. 

SPUR Double Up Food bucks is a nutrition incentive program that matches $10 a 
day of EBT funds for fruits and vegetables at participating stores in Santa 
Clara and Alameda counties. 

Market Match is a statewide program that also doubles money for 
produce at farmers markets (San Diego County currently has few 
participating markets).

University of Vermont Medical 
Center Dining & Nutrition 
Services

The University of Vermont Medical Center was one of the first hospitals 
to participate in Health Care Without Harm’s Healthy Food in Health 
Care program. The hospital sources from many local farms and food 
businesses and the quality of meals is very good

55  Barnidge, Ellen K., Sandra 
H. Stenmark, Marydale DeBor, 
and Hilary, K. Seligman, 
August 12, 2020, “The Right to 
Food: Building Upon “Food Is 
Medicine,” American Journal 
of Preventive Medicine, 59(4)

“¡Más Fresco! is a promise,” says Joe Prickitt, the Senior Director of 
the Southern California Nutrition Incentive Program known as ¡Más 
Fresco! More Fresh. “It is the promise of a more just and equitable 
society that honors, respects, and supports the health and well-
being of all community members.”  

Recipients of CalFresh, California’s program for supplementing the 
food budgets of low-income families and individuals, can further 
enroll in the ¡Más Fresco! (More Fresh) program, and earn $1 in 
financial incentives for every $1 of Calfresh EBT dollars spent 
on fruits and vegetables at participating Northgate González 
Markets—up to $40 per month. The extra dollars earned can then 
be spent on additional produce. This essentially doubles the 
amount of fresh fruits and vegetables food-insecure families can 
buy. 

One ¡Más Fresco! participant says she used the additional funds to 
buy organic fruits and vegetables for her children while she was in 
school. “It felt like I had a dignified option,” she says. “The program 
respected where I was and where I was trying to go in my life.”

In addition to providing financial incentives, the program includes 
ongoing fruit and vegetable discount pricing promotions and 
in-store nutrition education, including healthy food shelf-labeling, 
cooking classes, and store tours.

To date, over 5,000 CalFresh households across Southern 
California have enrolled in the ¡Más Fresco! Program. Based 
on point-of-sale data, as well as self-reported survey data from 
members, the ¡Más Fresco! Program has resulted in a significant 
increase in the purchase and consumption of fruits and 
vegetables, while simultaneously achieving a significant increase 
in food security among program participants. 

“It’s so nice to not have to go to bed hungry anymore,” says another 

S P O T L I G H T

recipient, who noted that he feels healthier since incorporating 
more fresh produce into his diet.

¡Más Fresco! Program participants serve the most food-insecure 
people in our communities. Approximately 80% of participants 
report suffering from “low” or “very low” food security. In contrast, 
48% of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
participants, and 12% across the national U.S. population, report 
such severe food insecurity.

The vision of the ¡Más Fresco! initiative is to continue maximizing 
resources under the promise of the USDA’s Healthy Incentives Pilot 
(HIP) to make fruits and vegetables more affordable for those who 
are already participating in Supplemental Nutrition Assis tance 
Program (SNAP) and CalFresh, in order to promote the increased 
consumption of fruits and vegetables for better health. 

These programs have been championed bi-partisanly due to 
the way they also support farmers, grocery store retailers, and 
community members, not only in terms of community health and 
well-being, but also by providing a significant economic stimulus 
for local economies. 

Northgate Gonzalez Markets, the official partner of ¡Más Fresco!, 
worked with the University of California San Diego’s Center 
for Community Health and the United States Department of 
Agriculture to develop this model of a nutrition incentive program 
supporting the health of communities nationwide. 

“The hope is for a better life for everyone, for all community 
members. The hope is for a more equitable and just food system 
and health system,” said Prickitt. “¡Más Fresco! members are like 
all of us, looking to achieve a healthier community, contribute to a 
better community.”

Strategies
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https://www.operationfoodsearch.org/
https://www.operationfoodsearch.org/fresh-rx-nourishing-healthy-starts/
https://www.operationfoodsearch.org/fresh-rx-prescribing-healthy-futures/
https://wellfedessexcounty.org/
https://www.operationfoodsearch.org/fresh-rx-prescribing-healthy-futures/
https://acgov.org/allin/plan.htm
https://www.spur.org/policy-area/food-and-agriculture
http://www.doubleupca.org/howitworks
https://marketmatch.org/
https://www.uvmhealth.org/medcenter/departments-and-programs/dining-services
https://www.uvmhealth.org/medcenter/departments-and-programs/dining-services
https://www.uvmhealth.org/medcenter/departments-and-programs/dining-services
https://noharm-uscanada.org/healthyfoodinhealthcare
https://noharm-uscanada.org/healthyfoodinhealthcare
https://www.uvmhealth.org/medcenter/departments-and-programs/dining-services/menus-and-dining-locations
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2020.04.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2020.04.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2020.04.011


Establish Comprehensive 
Breastfeeding Support
Breast milk is the first source of nutrition for many of us, and it provides a perfect source of 
nutrients for growing bodies. Establishing comprehensive breastfeeding support for women 
who can and choose to breastfeed is a foundational strategy for increasing nutrition and food 
security for infants and young children in San Diego County.

The rates of breastfeeding are fairly consistent across California (Figure 11). Approximately 
90% of infants are initially breastfed, 50% of infants are exclusively breastfed for the first 3 
months, and more than 20% are exclusively breastfed for the first 6 months. 

Support for breastfeeding, however, is not consistent. Research from the California WIC 
Association shows that low-income BIPOC women who can and choose to breastfeed are 
disproportionately impacted by a lack of support for doing so. BIPOC women are less likely to 
have time off to establish breastfeeding schedules, less likely to have workplace support, and 
less likely to breastfeed exclusively.56

Source: Center for Disease Control and Prevention, Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity, https://nccd.cdc.gov/dnpao_dtm/rdPage.
aspx?rdReport=DNPAO_DTM.ExploreByLocation&rdRequestForwarding=Form.
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60.7%

Infants who were 
ever breastfed

Infants who were
breastfed at 6 months

Infants who were exclusively
breastfed through 3 months

Infants who were
breastfed at 12 months

Infants who were supplemented 
with infant formula before 6 months

Infants who were supplemented 
with infant formula before 3 months

Infants who were exclusively
breastfed through 6 months

Infants who were supplemented with 
infant formula within 2 days of life

20.5%

21.2%

39.4%

33.1%

33.6%

FIGURE 11 Percent of Hispanic/Latinx Households That Receive SNAP/
CalFresh Benefits

56  California Pediatric Obesity 
Collaborative Improvement 
and Innovation Network, 2020, 
Lactation Support for Low-
Wage Workers, Published by 
the California WIC Association, 
California Breastfeeding 
Coalition, and California 
Department of Public Health

Strategies
05

Live Well San Diego, the UCSD Lactation Supportive Environments project, and the San 
Diego County Breastfeeding Coalition all advocate for workplace breastfeeding policies, 
breastfeeding-friendly child care, and community acceptance of breastfeeding. As the first 
and most important source of food and nutrition, investing in comprehensive and equitable 
breastfeeding support is an important strategy moving forward.
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https://www.calwic.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Lactation-Accommodation-Brief-201210.pdf
https://www.calwic.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Lactation-Accommodation-Brief-201210.pdf
https://www.livewellsd.org/content/livewell/home/Topics/worksite-wellness/breastfeeding-friendly.html
https://ucsdcommunityhealth.org/work/breastfeeding/
https://ucsdcommunityhealth.org/work/breastfeeding/
https://ucsdcommunityhealth.org/work/breastfeeding/


Economic insecurity is one of the root causes of nutrition and food insecurity, and must be 
centered as an essential strategy for nourishing all San Diegans. Achieving economic security 
provides a pathway to achieving food security and food sovereignty. 

The key strategies for increasing economic security across nutrition and food insecure 
populations include the following:

• Setting livable minimum wages

• Providing guaranteed basic income,57 58 

• Increasing labor protections and benefits 

• Protecting rights to organize

• Protecting the legal status of immigrants, documented and undocumented

• Creating pathways to citizenship 

• Closing racial and gender inequities

• Ensuring access to safe and affordable housing 

• Creating opportunities for career and educational advancement

• Increase the income eligibility threshold for federal nutrition programs to support people 
and families on the path to financial stability 

• Promoting worker ownership.

Working together to integrate efforts to reduce food insecurity, nutrition insecurity, and 
economic insecurity can be transformative in San Diego County. Cultivating partnerships with 
organizations that are advocating for economic security and parity will be vital. 

06

INCREASE ECONOMIC SECURITY

Strategies

57  As of April 19, 2021, Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti is proposing a guaranteed basic income pilot program in his upcoming 
budget. Under the proposal, dubbed "BIG: LEAP" (Basic Income Guaranteed: L.A. Economic Assistance Pilot), 2,000 Angeleno families 
at or below the federal poverty line would receive $1,000 a month for one year, no strings attached. If successful, the Los Angeles pilot 
would serve as a major proof-of-concept for direct cash assistance that is divorced from the work requirements attached to many 
safety net programs for poor Americans, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit.

58 Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration (SEED) project and Mayors for a Guaranteed Income are two programs that aim 
to provide low-wage earners, a category that disproportionately includes food workers, with a guaranteed income. While universal 
basic income (UBI) initiatives provide cash payments to all community members whether or not they are economically disadvantaged, 
guaranteed income projects like SEED aim to reduce income inequality by specifically giving direct support to financially fragile 
constituents. After a successful pilot in Stockton, several cities are considering following suit.

Nutrition and food insecurity are connected to the social determinants of health—economic 
stability, education access and quality, healthcare access and quality, neighborhood and built 
environment, and social and community context—that also lead to unequal access to healthy 
food within communities, especially urban and Indigenous communities. The next objective 
focuses on improving community food environments by increasing access to fresh, healthy, 
culturally-appropriate, and traditional foods and promoting food sovereignty.

From Integrating Nutrition and Food Insecurity to Improving 

Community Food Environments
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https://laist.com/news/politics/1-000-a-month-no-strings-attached-garcetti-proposes-a-guaranteed-basic-income-pilot-in-los-angeles
https://civileats.com/2021/05/04/the-rise-of-guaranteed-income-programs-could-offer-a-lifeline-for-food-workers/
https://civileats.com/2021/05/04/the-rise-of-guaranteed-income-programs-could-offer-a-lifeline-for-food-workers/


SDFOODVISION2030.ORG

https://foodbanknews.org/food-bank-seeks-to-make-business-case-for-food-as-medicine/

