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What Is Food Security?

Food security takes place when 
people have long-term access to 
sufficient affordable, nutritious, and 
safe food that supports them 
physically and culturally and enables 
an active, healthy life.2
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Local governments can enact policies and 
programs that address food injustice, food 
insecurity, environmental injustice, and climate 
change. By supporting community-led efforts 
focused on access to culturally desired foods, 
while creating policies that ensure food 
suppliers divert foods from landfills, 
governments can remove obstacles to 
community connection, health, and wellbeing.
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Communities have traditionally come together to socialize, mourn, and celebrate over dishes 
from their cultures. Older generations pass along dishes and kitchen skills to children and 
grandchildren. This shared basis for emotional connections nurtures and sustains families 
and communities, helping them remain connected and resilient.

Food insecurity puts this resilience at risk. Communities may lack access to the foods that 
represent their cultures and dishes; such foods may be unavailable in their neighborhoods or 
may be unaffordable. Families experiencing poverty may not have time to prepare the dishes 
they share, or may not be able to gather regularly due to long hours of work and commute 
times.1 

Food insecurity, hunger, and limited access to culturally and physically nourishing foods are 
not experienced equally in all communities. Food injustice is worsened by environmental 
injustices affecting access to food locations – transportation challenges such as dangerous 
or unhealthy air quality, heat, dangerous traffic conditions, and infrequent transit service..
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Food insecurity causes mental and physical harm

Food insecurity can cause a range of types of physical and mental harm, including 
stress and anxiety, malnutrition, undernutrition, hunger, fatigue, anemia, and 
starvation, not to mention additional harms from related increases in health care and 
other costs.3 People who are food insecure experience higher rates of chronic illness,4 
such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes.5
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Food insecurity is about 
distribution and access

Providing food security 
requires producing sufficient 
amounts of nutritious food and 
ensuring it is available to 
everyone. 

Producing sufficient food is not 
the problem: the US wastes up 
to 40 percent of the food 
produced, enough to feed 164 
million people, three times the 
number of people facing food 
insecurity.6 

And yet, high rates of food 
insecurity remain; 10 percent of 
households experienced food 
security in 2020.7

What Is Food Justice?
Food justice starts with the premise that 
healthy food is a human right and then looks 
holistically at food systems to identify the 
structural barriers to food security, which are 
often rooted in race, class, gender, and other 
characteristics. Food justice includes an 
emphasis on community-defined and 
community-led solutions. 

As New York nonprofit Just Foods explains: 
“Food Justice is communities exercising their 
right to grow, sell, and eat healthy food. 
Healthy food is fresh, nutritious, affordable, 
culturally-appropriate, and grown locally with 
care for the well-being of the land, workers, 
and animals. People practicing food justice 
leads to a strong local food system, 
self-reliant communities, and a healthy 
environment.”8

Impacts of Food Insecurity & Food Injustice
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Food waste adds to food insecurity and climate injustice

As mentioned, 40 percent of food produced is wasted – that’s 63 
million tons wasted every year. Ten million tons never get harvested 
from farms. Of the remaining 53 million tons, food is wasted when 
grocery stores and restaurants order more food than is bought by 
customers. Consumers waste food when they buy more than they 
use, as well as when they misunderstand date labels and throw 
away edible food.14 

Organic waste in landfills increases air pollution as it emits methane; 
landfills account for 16 percent of all US methane emissions. These 
methane emissions are 84 times more potent than CO2. Methane 
also adds directly to local air pollution through its contributions to 
ozone and smog. This air pollution disproportionately affects 
low-income neighborhoods, where landfills and waste disposal 
facilities are often located.15

Wasted food also represents additional economic and resource 
losses: about $165 billion, 300 million barrels of oil, and 21 percent of 
the US fresh water supply is used to produce wasted food.16

Food insecurity contributes to food injustice

Food insecurity is particularly acute in certain populations:9 

● In 2020, 21.7% of Black households experienced food insecurity, 
compared to 7.1% of White households, a gap that has widened 
since the start of the pandemic.10

● People without a high school degree are more likely to be food 
insecure than college graduates (27% vs. 5%). Adults with 
disabilities experience food insecurity at twice the rate of adults 
without disabilities.

● Food insecurity is also common among immigrant 
communities, where  immigration status may make people 
ineligible for or afraid to access government assistance 
programs.11

Some food injustice is caused by inequalities in food distribution 
systems. Fresh and minimally processed foods are often sent to 
grocery stores in higher income neighborhoods, while highly 
processed, less nutritious foods are sold in low-income 
neighborhoods – practices referred to by some as food apartheid.12 

Affordability also contributes to food injustice: high poverty areas 
experience higher food prices and lower food quality.13 Despite food 
being available, neighborhoods like this are considered food deserts.
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Actions for Local Government on Climate Justice & Food Security

Improve food access
● Prioritize the development of active 

and public transportation routes that 
connect food insecure neighborhoods 
with sources of nutritious, culturally 
appropriate food. 

● Find ways of bringing more nutritious 
foods to communities without sufficient 
options (for example, library-based 
distributions, school lunch programs,18 
and supportive food truck policies).

Increase food quality, affordability, 
and relevance
● Support food distribution in food 

desert-designated areas through tax 
and incentive programs.

● Support opportunities for community 
members to learn more and teach 
each other about nutritious and 
culturally grounded food options.

● Support community gardening efforts 
through education, plots, and supplies, 
recognizing that these may play a 
cultural role in food justice rather than 
becoming a primary source of calories. 
Remove administrative hurdles when 
possible to promote equitable access.

Provide more food assistance
● Provide multilingual promotion and 

sign-up help for food assistance 
programs to remove barriers for 
people who need food benefits.

● Work with farmers markets to accept 
SNAP, WIC, and other assistance 
program benefits.

Redirect food waste into food 
rescue programs
● Implement an organic waste ban 

to compel businesses to divert 
food waste; diversion should 
prioritize food donation 
organizations, backed up by 
compost facilities and anaerobic 
digestion facilities for methane 
capture and energy production.

● Provide support and incentives to 
organizations who run 
community food programs (food 
banks, kitchens, etc.), and make 
business benefits and liability 
rules clear to enable broader 
donor participation.

● In regions that produce food, 
connect producers with food 
banks to minimize food waste 
that cannot be sold at a 
sustainable price.

● Explore policies that address food 
waste including consumer 
education, supply chain and 
operational efficiencies, and 
secondary marketplaces.19

Address broader issues of 
injustice
Food injustice exists within the 
context of a large series of injustices, 
including unequal access to health 
care, economic inequity, 
environmental injustice, and more. 
Addressing underlying injustices is 
necessary to meaningfully working 
toward real food justice.

Guided by community desires and input, local governments can take a variety of steps, 
from resolutions that establish a food and climate justice framework, to incentives, to other 
policy approaches that support climate-sensitive food justice solutions.17 
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Developing Policies that Address Climate, Food, and Justice

Addressing climate change and food justice are urgent needs. Policymakers should 
follow the leadership of communities and consider effects on climate when developing 
potential food justice policies:

● Policies must benefit low-income communities and communities of color: 
A food security policy needs to demonstrate effectiveness in reducing food 
insecurity in low-income neighborhoods. A policy should support the cultures of a 
community and allow members to thrive. For example, policies can anticipate the 
need to ensure that food distributions in a largely Islamic neighborhood support 
people’s culinary restrictions and preferences. 

● Policies must benefit climate and the environment and reduce pollution:
Policies should reduce greenhouse gas emissions by reducing the need to travel 
by car to get nutritious and affordable food. Policies should address questions 
such as: does a food truck policy increase the use of fossil fuels, and how can that 
be mitigated? Could a city-wide composting policy provide economies of scale for 
climate impact? Policies that improve food justice should also meet climate and 
environmental justice goals.

Resources

● ChangeLab Solution’s Seeding the City: Land Use Policies to Promote Urban Agriculture: 
This toolkit provides background, a framework, and model local land use policies to 
support urban agriculture. 

https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/seeding-city
https://www.ecowatch.com/city-compost-programs-2646170908.html


Climate Equity Policy Center www.climateequitycenter.org 

References

1. Finn, S. Margot, “Food Injustice: What the Food Movement Misses about 
Poverty and Inequality,” The Breakthrough Institute, July 15, 2019. 
https://thebreakthrough.org/journal/no-11-summer-2019/food-injustice

2. International Food Policy Research Institute: 
https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security 

3. Berkowitz SA, Seligman HK, Meigs JB, Basu S. “Food insecurity, healthcare 
utilization, and high cost: a longitudinal cohort study.” Am J Manag Care. 
2018;24(9):399-404. pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30222918.

4. Dominic Decker, Mary Flynn. “Food Insecurity and Chronic Disease: 
Addressing Food Access as a Healthcare Issue.” R I Med J. 2018 May 
1;101(4):28-30. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29703073/

5. Seligman HK, Bindman AB, Vittinghoff E, Kanaya AM, Kushel MB. “Food 
insecurity is associated with diabetes mellitus: results from the National 
Health Examination and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) 1999–2002.” 
J Gen Intern Med. 2007;22(7):1018-1023. doi.org/10.1007/s11606-007-0192-6

6. Natural Resources Defense Council, “The Food Matters Beginner’s Guide,”. 
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/food-matters-beginners-guide.pd
f 

7. DeParle, Jason, “Vast Expansion in Aid Kept Food Insecurity from Growing 
Last Year”, New York TImes, September 8, 2021. https://nyti.ms/3zUF5Ed  

8. Just Food, as cited in tilth.org: 
https://tilth.org/stories/food-justice-definitions/ 

9. Id. 
10. DeParle, Jason, “Vast Expansion in Aid Kept Food Insecurity from Growing 

Last Year”, New York TImes, September 8, 2021. https://nyti.ms/3zUF5Ed  
11. “Hunger and Poverty Among Immigrants,” Bread for the World August 2016: 

https://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/immigrants-fact-she
et-2016.pdf 

12. Ferguson, Rafter, “Why We Can’t Separate Justice and Sustainability in the 
Food System,” Union of Concerned Scientists, January 31, 2019. 
https://blog.ucsusa.org/rafter-ferguson/why-we-cant-separate-justice-a
nd-sustainability-in-the-food-system 

13. Center for Sustainable Systems, University of Michigan. 2020. 
“Environmental Justice Factsheet.” Pub. No. CSS17-16. 
http://css.umich.edu/sites/default/files/Environmental%20Justice_CSS17-1
6_e2020.pdf 

14. Harvard Food Law and Policy Clinic (FPLC), “Keeping Food Out of the Landfill: 
Policy Ideas for States and Localities,” October 2016. 
http://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Waste-Toolkit_Oc
t-2016_smaller.pdf 

15. “Siting of Hazardous Waste Landfills and their Correlation with Racial and 
Economic Status of Surrounding Communities,” US GAO, 1983. 
http://archive.gao.gov/d48t13/121648.pdf 

16. Katie Sandson and Emily Broad Leib, “Bans and Beyond: Designing and 
Implementing Organic Waste Bans and Mandatory Organic Recycling 
Laws” CHLPI, July 2019. 
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Organic-Waste-Bans_
FINAL-compressed.pdf

17. Emily M. Broad Leib, “All (Food) Politics is Local: Increasing Food Access 
through Local Government Action,” 7 Harv. L. & Pol'y Rev. 321 (2013). 
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:11189975 

18. Silva, Christianna, “Food Insecurity in the U.S. By The Numbers,” NPR, 
September 27, 2020. 
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/27/912486921/food-insecurity-in-the-u-s-by
-the-numbers 

19. Harvard Food Law and Policy Clinic (FPLC), “Keeping Food Out of the Landfill: 
Policy Ideas for States and Localities,” October 2016. 
http://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Waste-Toolkit_Oc
t-2016_smaller.pdf 

6

http://extension.msstate.edu/sites/default/files/news/2019/sg20190121_collards.jpg
https://thebreakthrough.org/journal/no-11-summer-2019/food-injustice
https://www.ifpri.org/topic/food-security
http://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30222918
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29703073/
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-007-0192-6
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/food-matters-beginners-guide.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/food-matters-beginners-guide.pdf
https://nyti.ms/3zUF5Ed
https://tilth.org/stories/food-justice-definitions/
https://nyti.ms/3zUF5Ed
https://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/immigrants-fact-sheet-2016.pdf
https://www.bread.org/sites/default/files/downloads/immigrants-fact-sheet-2016.pdf
https://blog.ucsusa.org/rafter-ferguson/why-we-cant-separate-justice-and-sustainability-in-the-food-system
https://blog.ucsusa.org/rafter-ferguson/why-we-cant-separate-justice-and-sustainability-in-the-food-system
http://css.umich.edu/sites/default/files/Environmental%20Justice_CSS17-16_e2020.pdf
http://css.umich.edu/sites/default/files/Environmental%20Justice_CSS17-16_e2020.pdf
http://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Waste-Toolkit_Oct-2016_smaller.pdf
http://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Waste-Toolkit_Oct-2016_smaller.pdf
http://archive.gao.gov/d48t13/121648.pdf
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Organic-Waste-Bans_FINAL-compressed.pdf
https://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Organic-Waste-Bans_FINAL-compressed.pdf
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:11189975
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/27/912486921/food-insecurity-in-the-u-s-by-the-numbers
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/27/912486921/food-insecurity-in-the-u-s-by-the-numbers
http://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Waste-Toolkit_Oct-2016_smaller.pdf
http://www.chlpi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/Food-Waste-Toolkit_Oct-2016_smaller.pdf

