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Improving Access to Healthy Foods by Eliminating Food Deserts  

 

A Public Health Issue  

 

Indiana has the 15th highest adult obesity rate in the U.S. at 31.3%. 
1
Cases of obesity-related 

health issues continue to increase and will affect most Hoosiers by 2030. In Indiana, 13.3% of 

households and 21.2% of children are food insecure, meaning that at some point during the year, 

they had difficulty providing enough food for their families due to a lack of resources. 
2
A child 

living in a low-income neighborhood is 20-60 percent more likely to be obese than their peers 

and often they do not have access to healthier food retail options.
3
 Low income individuals are 

more susceptible to food insecurity and obesity. 

 

Impacts of Food Deserts  

 

According to the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), a food desert is a way of defining low-

income communities with low access to healthy food.
4
 People living in low-income 

neighborhoods, minority neighborhoods, and rural communities will suffer the highest rates of 

preventable, diet-related diseases linked to insufficient consumption of healthy foods. Some of 

the reasons include: Low-income areas have fewer supermarkets and groceries that carry healthy 

foods than do predominantly white, middle- and high-income neighborhoods; stores in low-

income neighborhoods stock fewer healthy items and have significantly lower-quality fresh 

produce; when available, the cost of fresh foods in low-income areas is often prohibitive; public 

transportation to supermarkets is often lacking. 

 

Increasing Healthy Food Access 

 

Community Food Environment strategies 

 

About one-third of Indiana counties have one or more food deserts. By providing more 

supermarkets in low-income neighborhoods and a pathway for supermarkets to progress from 

simple food availability to healthier choices, changes eating habits, improves nutrition and 

contributes to the community’s public health and economic well-being.  

  

1. Provide training and incentives to small storeowners in underserved areas to carry healthier 

food items. 

 

                                                      
1
 Center of Disease and Control Prevention, (2014), https://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpao/index.html 

2
 Feeding America Map and the Meal Gap, (2019), 

https://public.tableau.com/profile/feeding.america.research#!/vizhome/2017StateWorkbook-
Districts/DistrictDetailDB 
3
 National Agricultural Statistics Service, (2012). https://www.fns.usda.gov/diet-quality-american-school-children-

national-school-lunch-program-participation-status-data 
4
 United States Department of Agriculture, (2019), https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-research-

atlas/documentation/  
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Many low-income neighborhoods do not yet have access to full-service grocery stores, 

therefore depending on small neighborhood stores for most of their daily food needs. These 

stores often do not have the expertise, space or equipment to properly stock fresh fruits and 

vegetables; as a result, produce quality and selection is usually poor. By providing incentives 

and training to store owners, local activists can impact what is being sold and thereby 

positively influence customers’ consumption patterns. 
5
 

 

 

2. Connect locally grown food to local food retail establishments. 

 

In low-income neighborhoods, smaller alternative food retailers can make a large impact by 

providing opportunities for local farmers and producers and increasing resident’s access to 

fresh, local food. Local food retail can establish relationships between farmers and the 

communities and provide residents with food that is seasonal and fresh and assist in 

improving the community’s lack of access to healthy foods. 
6
 

 

 

3. Attract grocery stores to underserved areas through financial and regulatory incentives. 

 

Studies find that residents with greater access to supermarkets or a greater abundance of 

healthy foods in neighborhood food stores consume more fresh produce and other healthful 

items. For every additional supermarket in a census tract, produce consumption increases 32 

percent for African Americans and 11 percent for whites, according to a multistate study. 
7
 

 

New and improved healthy food retail in underserved communities creates jobs and helps to 

revitalize low-income neighborhoods. Analysis of a successful statewide public-private 

initiative to bring new or revitalized grocery stores to underserved neighborhoods in 

Pennsylvania provides positive evidence that fresh food markets can create jobs, bolster local 

economies, and revitalize neighborhoods.
8
 The effort has created or retained 4,860 jobs in 78 

underserved urban and rural communities throughout the state.
9
 Analyses of stores supported 

by the effort find they lead to increased economic activity in surrounding communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
5
 ENACT, Improve food and activity environments, 

http://eatbettermovemore.org/sa/enact/members/strategiesshow.php?e=4&se=1&b3f8a8e52f695e4cceb6b78bb
3d57469 
6
 Id 

7
 Indiana Data, Purdue Local Food Program, https://www.purdue.edu/dffs/localfood/data/indiana/ 

8
 The Healthy Food Financing Initiative, (2015), https://www.frbsf.org/community-

development/files/healthy_food_financing_initiative.pdf 
9
 Id 
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Legislation and Policy  

 

In his 2008 Call to Action, the U.S. Surgeon General recommends that governments create 

policies that promote environments in which healthy dietary options are easily accessible.
10

 

Policy interventions are instrumental to the success of increasing access to healthy food in “food 

deserts”. These types of state and federal involvement will provide individuals the opportunity to 

obtain healthier eating habits, while contributing to community economic development.   

 

1. Launching State Healthy Food Financing Programs  

The proposed 2020 Indiana Senate Bill 356 establishes the healthy food financing fund and 

healthy food financing program under the administration of the Indiana housing and community 

development authority (IHCDA).
11

 The purpose of the fund is to provide financing in the form of 

loans or grants for projects that increase the availability of fresh and nutritious food in 

underserved communities. Modeling the successful federal and state initiatives, the SB356 can 

increase access to healthy foods across Indiana communities.  

 

2. Providing federal tax credit and grants to stimulate investment and healthy nutrition 

options in food deserts  

The Healthy Food Access for All Americans Act will allow tax credits and grants for activities 

that provide access to healthy food in food deserts. The bill allows tax credits to special access 

food providers for operating a new grocery store or renovating an existing grocery store in a food 

desert. The bill also authorizes grants for a portion of (1) the construction costs of building a 

permanent food bank in a food desert, and (2) the annual operating costs of temporary access 

merchants (mobile markets, farmers markets, and food banks).
12

 

 

3. Utilizing the Federal HFFI fund to assist local projects seeking to improve access to 

healthy foods  

The federal government’s cornerstone effort to address healthy food accessibility in low-income 

communities, the Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) is a viable, effective and 

economically sustainable solution to the lack of fresh food access in underserved communities. 
13

The success of the federal initiative demonstrates that improving access to healthy food 

revitalizes local economies, creates jobs, and improves health. 

 

Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated- Call to Action  

 

Delta is a public service organization of college educated women centered around instituting 

ongoing, sustainable advocacy for local, state and national issues of significance to the 

                                                      
10

 Access to healthy Foods in Low-income Neighborhoods, (2008), 
http://eatbettermovemore.org/sa/enact/neighborhood/documents/community.grocerystores.evidencebase.rudd.
pdf 
11

 Indiana Senate Bill 356, Healthy Food Finance, (2020), https://trackbill.com/bill/indiana-senate-bill-356-healthy-
food-finance/1829766/ 
12

 H.R. 1717-116
th

 Congress (2019-2020), https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/1717/text 
13

 The Healthy Food Financing Initiative, (2015), https://www.frbsf.org/community-
development/files/healthy_food_financing_initiative.pdf 
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communities we serve. Many African Americans live in urban areas that are “food deserts” or 

neighborhoods with little or no access to fresh fruits and vegetables needed to maintain a healthy 

diet. Lack of access to proper nutrition is one reason that many children are not eating the 

recommended levels of fruits, vegetables and whole grains. Effective obesity policy, such as 

increasing access to healthy foods for those who lack it will help address changes to the 

environment which will help individuals take responsibility for improving their own nutrition.   

 

The following are recommendations to address “food deserts” at the local, state and federal level.  

(1) Support the implementation of the Healthy Food Access for All Americans Act. (2) Utilize 

current federal funding (HFFI fund) to enhance local projects seeking to improve access to 

healthy foods. (3) Support the implementation of the state Healthy Food Financing programs and 

(4) Work with local government officials, community activist and nonprofit organizations to 

implement a plan that follows the community food environment strategies.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


