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Literature Review

Several studies have already been conducted regarding the problem of food deserts and
their effect on urban neighborhoods and residents. While the majority of research supports the
existence of food deserts in the United States, research is mixed on the definition of a food
desert, the best methodology used to measure food deserts, racial and economic disparities, the
link between food deserts and health problems, and what interventions are the most effective
(Beaulac, Kristijanson, Cummins, 2009). The use of varying definitions of food deserts may
significantly alter both methods and outcomes of the investigation. For example, when
researchers control for low income, links between race and food access are more common
(Zepeda, 2014). One US study found that after they controlled for income Hispanic and African
American neighborhoods had fewer large supermarkets than Caucasian neighborhoods (Powell,
Slater, Mirtcheva, Bao, & Chaloupka, 2007). According to another 2003 study by Helling and
Sawicki, “Affluent black neighborhoods in Atlanta have poorer access-measured in terms of
travel time-to retail, including food retail, than comparably affluent white house holds,
suggesting that after controlling for income racial disparities persist” (p. 470). The United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) has introduced a reform called Thrifty Food Plan which
would add the standardization of transportation to the definition (Moyer, 2013). This reform
would be particularly beneficial to vulnerable populations such as older adults and low income
residents who may have limited or no access to transportation.
Criticism of food desert research is that it, “assumes a simplistic deprivation effect
associated with poor-quality food environments” (Ford, Dzewaltowski. et al., 2008). Researchers
wonder if providing healthy food environments will necessarily cause people to buy and
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consume those foods. Most researchers agree that a comprehensive approach is needed
(Kaufman, 2004).
Community Gardens
Community level interventions of community gardens, farmers markets, and mobile
markets can operate alone or in collaboration with existing supermarkets and are increasingly
being researched and implemented to address the problem of food deserts, (Wang, Qiu, &
Swallow, 2014). Community gardens can be created when individuals from a community work
collectively to develop a garden in which they labor together and share the fruits and vegetables.
Consumption of foods from the garden can reduce health problems such as obesity, diabetes, and
cardiovascular disease (Wang, Qui, & Swallow, 2014). Community gardens can provide a strong
sense of community among members, exercise through labor, and can improve the beauty of a
neighborhood. They are a less expensive alternative to bringing in large supermarkets and are
easier to implement. Community gardens can provide residents of food deserts with healthful
foods that are high in nutritional value and contribute to their overall health and wellbeing.
Farmers Markets
Farmers markets, with fresh fruits and vegetables sold directly by local farmers, can
offer healthy food options that are on average less expensive than supermarkets. According to
Wang, Qui, & Swallow (2014), “More farmers markets and grocery stores per capita are
associated with a lower prevalence of obesity” (p. 127). Many farmers markets incorporate WIC,
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), senior benefits programs, and Wholesome
Wave’s Double Dollar voucher program so that nutrient rich food is more accessible to low
income consumers. However, access to healthy foods continues to be problematic due to supply
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and demand as farmers markets and community gardens tend to cluster where there are already
supermarkets (Want, Qui, & Swallow, 2014). The research suggests it would be more beneficial
for farmers markets to locate closer to areas where people lack access to supermarkets as defined
by distance according to the USDA’s definition. In the 2009 Economic Research Report to
Congress it was stated that, “Understanding the market conditions that contribute to differences
in access to food is critical to the design of policy interventions that may be effective in reducing
access limitations” (p. 3).
Mobile Markets
Mobile Markets, which are markets on wheels (such as buses or trucks) with refrigeration
and cash registers that have electronic and credit transfers, are another cost effective alternative
to supermarkets. These healthy food sources can travel to food desert areas to provide healthy
food options. Research on the effectiveness of mobile markets is scarce. However, one 2013
study by Dr. Lydia Zepeda from the Department of Consumer Science in cooperation with the
USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, found that those who did shop at mobile markets ate
significantly more vegetables and fruits than those who did not (2013, p.2). The study also
revealed that mobile market shoppers were confused about daily recommended servings and
serving sizes for fruits as vegetables and that some shoppers did not have adequate cooking
skills. In addition, shoppers were not aware that mobile markets are non-profit services (some
reported being suspicious due to past experiences in which they were exploited financially by
similar looking for-profit markets). Results of the study indicate that research and programs need
to focus on education, publicity, advertising, expanding hours of operation, and establishing trust
within food desert communities (Zepeda, 2013).
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The Healthy Food and Financing Initiative
The Healthy Food and Financing Initiative (HFFI) is a national intervention launched in
2010 by the Obama administration to expand the availability of nutritious foods to underserved
communities. HFFI is a partnership between Agricultural Health and Human Services and the
United States Department of Treasury and provides $400 million in financial incentives and tax
breaks for the development and expansion of existing grocery stores as well as corner stores,
small retailers, and farmers markets within the United States (“America’s Move,” 2015). A
compliment to the HFFI is Michelle Obama’s “Let’s Move” public health campaign which
promotes healthy eating and exercise behaviors to combat childhood obesity.
A Comprehensive Approach to Food Deserts
The Food Retail Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) program is one example of a
public-private intervention which is up and running in the South Bronx, New York City. Studies
show that underserved areas’ of the Bronx, central and eastern Brooklyn, far eastern Queens, and
Harlem have, “high rates of diet related diseases” (“Going to Market,” n.d.). The FRESH
program has been implemented with hopes of helping residents with low access to healthy foods
improve their health and well-being through easier access to nutritious foods. Another example
of a comprehensive approach is The Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative which
provides grants of $250,000 or less and loans of up to $2.5 million per store to encourage the
development of new stores in food deserts. It has funded 58 stores in the United States so far
(Ver Ploeg, 2009).
According to research by Ford and Dzewaltowski, (2008) studies on food environments
reveal, “Significant potential for evidence based interventions and policies to combat the
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growing obesity epidemic, and to decrease health disparities” (p. 220). However, since the
phenomenon of food deserts is relatively new, studies are limited. There is a general consensus
among researchers that a comprehensive approach to food deserts is needed which includes
issues of access, methodology, social environment, pricing and affordability of nutritious foods
(Jejung, 2012). The problem of food deserts is not one that will be solved with one answer as
many complex factors are involved in the food desert phenomena.
Atlanta Agencies and Programs Combating Food Deserts
With Atlanta being one of the worst urban food deserts in the United States (Burns,
2014), the number of agencies and programs set up to help residents living within food deserts is
not surprising. Atlanta has abundance of mobile markets, community gardens, and farmers
markets all addressing the needs of residents seeking fresh and healthy food.
Mobile Markets of Atlanta
The Atlanta Mobile Market
The Atlanta Mobile Market, (AMM) is one of the mobile markets making a difference in
the urban food desert. In 2011, AMM became an affiliate market of The National Mobile
Market. During the summer of 2014, AMM and Georgia Food Oasis installed an outdoor, pop-up
style outdoor market in the Vine City community. AMM is still in the “start up phase” and hopes
to secure funding that will allow the program to expand and purchase a vehicle to establish
regular routes throughout the city of Atlanta offering fresh produce and nutrition education to
residents seeking healthy options (personal communication, October 22, 2014).
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Fulton Fresh
Fulton Fresh is a program launched by University of Georgia’s Fulton County
Cooperative Extension in 2011. The program provides fresh fruits and vegetables weekly, to
residents living in Atlanta food deserts. The produce is provided free of charge to those who
complete a nutrition education course. These courses are also provided by Fulton Fresh and teach
residents how to choose the best produce and how to create healthy meals using the produce they
receive (Fulton County Cooperative Extension, 2013). In 2013, over 5,000 residents participated
in the nutrition education courses and received fresh produce. Another program offered by
Fulton Fresh is supermarket tours. Through this program participants meet with the managers of
their local grocery stores, learn about the produced selection, and sale policies. The program
introduces individuals to new types of food and provides them with confidence to make healthy
choices. Fulton Fresh hopes to expand during the next season adding more cooking, nutrition,
and shopping classes. (Melancon, 2014).
Community Gardens of Atlanta
Atlanta Community Food Bank: Community Gardens
Among the many programs and services provided by Atlanta Community Food Bank
(ACFB) one of the most influential for residents of food deserts is the community gardens
program. Launched in 1996 the ACFB’s community gardens program helps to start and support
almost half of the community gardens active in Atlanta. Since the program’s inception over
60,000 lbs of produce has been harvested from community gardens across Atlanta. Fred Conrad,
Community Garden Manager, hopes to continue “growing” the program by becoming more

URBAN FOOD DESERT ANALYSIS

10

involved with WIC’s Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP), and developing a horticulture
therapy program (personal communication, October 22, 2014).
Metro Atlanta Urban Farm
The Metro Atlanta Urban Farm (MAUF) in College Park launched in 2012 with the
desire to increase food security and access to fresh produce for Atlanta residents. In addition to
providing produce to farmers markets, MAUF reserves three-quarters of acre for community
farming plots; currently, there are over 50 plots providing fresh fruits and vegetables to residents.
The community garden provides more than food for residents, it also acts an “outlet for exercise,
creative expression, spiritual application, and intergenerational socializing” (MAUF, 2012).
Farmers Markets of Atlanta
Wholesome Wave Georgia
Launched in 2009 as a chapter of the Double Value Coupon Program (DVCP), a program
started by Wholesome Wave National in 2008 which doubles the value of SNAP benefits used at
farmers markets, Wholesome Wave Georgia (WWG) partners with famers markets increasing
“access to locally-grown, healthy food for low-income Georgians” (S. Pierce, personal
communication, October 30, 2014). Currently, WWG partners with over 20 markets in 15 cities
in Georgia providing the incentive of DVCP for residents receiving SNAP benefits. In 2014, the
USDA found that Georgia had the 3rd highest amount of SNAP redemptions at famers markets.
In addition 91% of WWG program participants reported an increase in their consumption of
fresh and local produce. WWG plans to partner with an additional 5 to 7 farmer markets
strategically selected to have the greatest impact on underserved communities (S. Pierce,
personal communication, October 30, 2014).
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Community Farmers Markets
Community Farmers Markets (CFM) launched in 2006 in the East Atlanta Village and
was the first farmers market in Atlanta to accept SNAP benefits, in partnership with Wholesome
Wave Georgia. According to Lolly Beck-Pancer, Food Justice Outreach Coordinator for CFM,
the ability to accept food benefits is “crucial to making farmers markets welcoming for
everyone”. Currently, CFM operates four famers markets in Atlanta which reach nearly 3,500
residents each week. In addition to their farmers markets CFM also provides educational
outreach through cooking and gardening classes, and farmers support through their new farmers
mentoring program. Their outreach programs reach more than 10,000 people a year including
youth among other community members. Beck-Pancer’s experiences with outreach participants
dispels the belief of low-income individuals’ disinterest in healthy food. “Everyone wants to be
healthy”, she states, and CFM’s famers markets and outreach programs are allowing residents of
Atlanta food deserts to achieve that goal. During the coming season CFM aspires to add one to
two markets in addition to partnering with Krog Street Market to set up a permanent market
(personal communication, October 30, 2014).
Agency Study: The Atlanta Mobile Market
Mission, Vision, Goals, and Objectives
The Atlanta Mobile Market (AMM) is non-profit social enterprise that addresses the
social problem of food deserts by bringing fresh and affordable produce to metro Atlanta
residents. The vision of the Mobile Market is to increase the abundance of fresh produce in food
deserts using a “hybrid social enterprise/non-profit model and approach. Sales revenue offsets
the cost of food purchases and many operational expenses, while financial and in-kind donations
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help make up the difference” (www.communityfoodadvocates.com, 2014). The mission and
goals behind the AMM are:
Investigating a novel method for providing a sustainable source of healthy foods in
limited access settings; evaluating the health impact of a mobile market that delivers
fresh, healthy foods to areas with limited access to grocery stores; reducing barriers of
obtaining health information and resources for socially and economically disadvantaged
residents of metro Atlanta through interactive learning workshops; [and] assessing the
physical, financial, and educational market failures in Atlanta food deserts.
(www.atlantamobilemarket.org, 2014)
Currently, the AMM serves the Vine City and Bankhead communities, which are to the west of
Atlanta. Within the Bankhead community, Rev. Hill of the Northwest Youth Power agency is a
critical community liaison who helps build buy-in and trust among residents. This endorsement
from Rev. Hill of the Northwest Youth Power is evidence of the groundwork that The AMM has
laid in order to help residents make positive and sustainable changes within their shopping and
eating habits.
Programs and Services
Wilson explained that the AMM had an inaugural “pop up” style market that set up a
produce stand on Saturdays from 9:00AM to 1:00PM at Urban Perform, a retrofitted gas stationto-fitness studio within the Vine City community. From the months of June through October, the
AMM and the Georgia Food Oasis provided a produce stand known as “Fresh Market” in which
“community residents purchase goods with credit card, cash or SNAP benefits. In addition,
recipes cards are available to highlight simple, nutritious options. Interactive learning workshops
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focus on budgeting, meal planning, cooking skills, nutrition education, and disease prevention
and management” (www.atlantamobilemarket.org, 2014).
When asked where the produce came from for the “Fresh Market” produce stand, Wilson
stated that approximately 50% came from the State Farmer’s Market in Forest Park, GA and the
other 50% came from local sources. During this past market season, some of the critical local
food sources included Metro Atlanta Urban Farm, Truly Living Well, Tapestry Farms, Good
Samaritan Urban Farm, and the Historic West Side Garden. With the collaboration of these local
vendors and the State Farmer’s Market, the “Fresh Market” averaged a 20-item selection each
Saturday.

Agency Team Members
The AMM team is a cardinal example of “doing a lot with a little”; they are a volunteerbased work force. Wilson has created “staff positions” that mirror a non-profit structure: she
serves as the Executive Director and a core group of volunteers operate as the Development
Director, the Research Director, and the Outreach and Partnership Development Director. She
also relies on community volunteers to help with the “Fresh Market” events, such as chefs
leading cooking demonstrations. The AMM’s volunteer-based staff could be likened to a
volunteer silent auction committee raising money for a cause or charity or a Parent Teacher
Association. In this sense, they are charged with responsibilities that contribute to the success of
the organization, but carry out these duties without monetary compensation. It should be noted
that Wilson has applied for grants that would provide monetary compensation and salaries for
herself and her staff. In the mean time, the commitment of her volunteer staff successfully runs
the AMM. In an effort to increase accountability, Wilson is in the process of filing executive
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team positions and developing a Board of Advisors while the AMM team prepares for the next
season.
Funding Sources
The AMM team has utilized community organizing as the primary method to achieve
their goals. Wilson emphasized that she and her staff need to be creative about “funding” sources
while the AMM is in its infancy; currently, funding is their biggest deficit. The AMM relies on
in-kind support, strong community partnerships, and coalition building until the AMM is able to
secure grants. The AMM has forged a strong partnership with the Georgia Food Oasis. The
Georgia Food Oasis campaign is a collaboration of Georgia-based food justice partners, who
receive funding “support from The Arthur M. Blank Foundation and Atlanta Falcons Youth
Foundation” (Turner-Seydel, 2014), as well as the Atlanta Community Food Bank (ACFB).
During the summer of 2014, the AMM and the Georgia Food Oasis bought a stand-alone market
to serve as the vehicle to bring fresh produce to the Vine City residents. Wilson added, “AMM
had no monetary input for this market; AMM provided market staffing and operational expertise
only while [Georgia] Food Oasis provided staffing/volunteers, logistical support, and
equipment.” In return for the support from ACFB, the AMM donated any unsold produce to the
ACFB.
For now, the “social enterprise model” may be about bartering services or goods and
empowering the community to become aware and actively involved. At the “Fresh Market”,
Wilson said “we offered customer loyalty cards to Urban Perform gym members to incentivize
shopping at the Market. We accept cash, credit, and SNAP benefits. We also double SNAP
dollars used at the Market; every $1 in SNAP spent gives you $2 to spend at the Market” (K.
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Wilson, personal communication, October 22, 2014). Toward the end of the year, the AMM
hopes to launch a crowdfunding campaign and expand into additional food deserts.
Ideally, funding for the AMM would come from local corporations, such as UPS or
Marta. Funding from large corporations could go beyond monetary fixtures and transfer into
commodity or in-kind support that could broaden the AMM’s reach. Wilson described a
successful model she hopes to replicate: in 2011 Fresh Moves, a Chicago-based mobile market,
retrofitted an outdated city bus. Food Desert Action, the non-profit behind Fresh Moves, “went
about seeking support and funding. They got the Chicago Transit Authority to donate the bus for
the price of $1” (West, 2011). Wilson envisions the partnership with a large corporation as
mutually beneficial: while the AMM could truly mobilize, UPS or Marta could provide volunteer
opportunities for employees and benefit from additional advertising throughout metro Atlanta.
The Atlanta Mobile Market Clients
The AMM “Fresh Market” clients are the community members of Vine City and
surrounding neighborhoods. Although community members transport themselves, “Fresh
Market” provides additional services, such as food demonstrations and children’s activities. For
instance, a shopper shared with Wilson: "As an older person I'm trying to eat healthier and am
usually reluctant to try new things but this kale salad is delicious. Now I have to go buy kale to
make this at home. This market is a blessing.” The AMM addresses the issues of food deserts,
but it also educates shoppers about food preparation, it decreases the burden of childcare, and it
brings together Vine City residents.
Population Affected by Food Deserts
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According to the USDA’s Food Desert locator, the Vine City community lives in a food
desert (see Appendix A). In essence, 100% of the community members of Vine City are affected
by the social problem of food deserts. During the launch of the mobile market, Wilson conducted
a needs assessment with another community within a food desert, the Rolling Bends community,
through a self-reported survey (n=94). The discussion stated that Panjwani and Wilson, “found
that the longer it takes [residents] to travel to the store, the more frequently they eat fast food per
week” (p. 7, 2012). Within this community, some key statistics found that nearly 76% of the
households received public benefits, less than 30% had a vehicle, and an average trip to a
grocery store took between 15 and 30 minutes, costing an average of $8.60 round-trip (Panjwani
& Wilson, 2012, p. 4).
AMM’s Capacity to Provide Services
Wilson said that over the course of 14 Saturdays during the 2014 season, the AMM
served approximately 1,000 community members and sold about 10,000 pounds of produce. The
average shopper purchased about sixteen items during one visit to the market. Moreover, Wilson
reported that the produce stand had repeat customers.
The AMM is a viable and sustainable solution to serving the needs of Atlanta’s most
vulnerable populations. Mobile markets embody the saying, “meet the clients where they are at”
because of their ability to address community needs without creating additional barriers of
transportation or childcare arrangements. In the future, Wilson hopes to create a sense of place
among the communities strained for resources. To her, this is success: not only is the AMM
serving the community, AMM becomes part of the community.
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Appendix A

Vine City Community

Source: ERS Food Desert Locator http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-access-researchatlas/go-to-the-atlas.aspx#.VFKoxvTF8wc

