In the Aftermath of Katrina: An agenda for Community Food Security

by Kami Pothukuchi

in collaboration with the CFSC Board

Hurricane Katrina has devastated large parts of Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama.  Tens of thousands of residents are homeless and unemployed, with poor people and people of color bearing the brunt of slow government response in the aftermath.  Prices of essentials threaten to rise as lower petroleum refining capacity in the Gulf Coast has led to higher prices at the pump.  Numerous smaller scale farmers and producers have suffered serious damage to farms, equipment, livestock, and harvests.  In ways rarely seen in recent times, Katrina has shown us that environmental problems are also problems of social justice.

We stand in solidarity with all those affected by Katrina, as we reflect on the implications of the hurricane for community food security in the affected region and the rest of the country.  Community food security is fostered when communities increase their members’ access to affordable, nutritious and culturally suitable foods in ways that are also socially just and ecologically sustainable.  Therefore, we need to ensure that efforts to assist and rebuild communities in Katrina’s wake integrate principles of community food security.  

President Bush has presented an ambitious agenda to help affected residents and communities recover from the devastation.  Hundreds of billions of dollars will be poured into temporary housing, business development, and job creation and other important needs.  But will this agenda increase community food security for people and areas affected by Katrina and for the rest of the country?  

That is, will it increase the capacity of poor households in affected urban and rural areas to grow and purchase nutritious foods within their neighborhoods?  Will it help affected (and other regions) become less dependent on fossil fuels in all aspects of food production and distribution?  Will it allow small scale and minority producers to survive and thrive, and, especially, will it help stem the loss of land from African-American farmers?  Will it help end discrimination and exploitation of poor people, people of color, and women in food and related community systems?  Will it help communities design neighborhoods to rely on multiple sources of food, energy, and transportation to better cushion against future crises?  

What might an agenda for community food security following Katrina look like?  

Such an agenda would address both the immediate needs of the most affected areas, as well as future plans for community food security around the country.  Additionally, it would not hurt or replace current anti-poverty, food security, or environmental conservation programs (although recent relaxation of prevailing wage requirements in federal contracts and of environmental regulations is troubling).

In the immediate aftermath, we need to help residents most affected by the hurricane—poor people, seniors, disabled persons, households with children—gain access to healthy, culturally suitable, and affordable food choices wherever they are.  We urge increased and easier access to nutrition programs such as food stamps, WIC, school lunches, and farmers market nutrition programs.  

Furthermore, principles of community food security should underlie all efforts to rebuild neighborhoods.  Such integration will increase access to affordable and nutritious foods through a variety of outlets, speed the economic recovery of neighborhoods, provide employment of low-income residents, and develop more effective neighborhoods in the future.  Communities also need to integrate sites and infrastructure for community-based production, processing, and distribution of food, and composting of food wastes, so that returning and future residents have alternative sources of healthful foods and livelihoods.  These would include community gardens, collective kitchens, neighborhood composting facilities, fruit and vegetable stands, tool banks, and related resources. 

The food security and economic recovery needs of rural communities—especially African-American, Latino, and Native American—are yet another top priority.  Small and medium scale farmers, and especially minority farmers, need assistance to help weather losses to their farms, equipment, livestock, and harvests; rebuild operations; and prevent further losses of farmland.  Local farmers also need to be integral to the recovery of urban areas; farmers markets, institutional cafeterias, and other employers need to be reconnected with farmers.  Institutions such as credit unions, training facilities, and packing plants that support local agriculture also need to be rebuilt and expanded to facilitate recovery and further strengthen food systems in the region.

Fisheries are the lifeblood of many Gulf Coast communities.  They have been devastated first by the destruction of wetlands and the development of the oil industry, and now by Katrina.  Fisheries are an important source of protein and livelihood to local residents.  Recovery efforts should be designed to revitalize regional fisheries.

All recovery and redevelopment efforts in urban and rural communities should be democratic and involve (and hire) local people, especially poor and minority residents.  Concerns are already raised that large, outside corporations—such as Halliburton and Bechtel—that typically show little local accountability, will receive vast sums appropriated by Congress.  Rather than relaxing prevailing wage requirements, as was decreed by the administration in the wake of Katrina, we propose living wages for all workers, and conscious effort to circulate recovery dollars within local communities.  

Over the longer term, responses to Katrina need to be more broad-based and systemic; and they should foster community food security everywhere in the country.  We will need policies and programs at all levels that:

Dedicate more resources to ensure poor peoples’ access to healthful foods, including increased access to federal nutrition programs, higher funding for community food projects that build local and regional food systems, and living wages for all workers.

Reduce dependence on fossil fuels from farm to table (and back).  We need to reduce fossil fuel in the production, distribution, and retailing of food to keep food prices affordable.  Reducing the food miles from farm to table, especially, will help strengthen local economies, while also reducing greenhouse gases that cause climate change.  

Create more decentralized and democratic agriculture and food systems.  Communities’ dependence on a highly concentrated food system is as perilous as our excessive dependence on petroleum.  More decentralized, more diverse farming operations and scales, and more sustainable agriculture and food practices are key to our nation’s food security.  

Protect and develop the infrastructure for regional agriculture and food systems.  Widespread neglect and systematic loss of localized capacity to produce, process, and distribute foods also leaves us more vulnerable to national and global crises.  We need to rebuild regional infrastructure for food systems, including local processing capacity, public markets, local warehouses and distribution channels for small and limited resource farmers, and outlets serving low-income and minority communities.

End poverty and racism for real homeland security.  Katrina has forced a recognition of the links between poverty and environmental catastrophe.  Struggles for community food security will require persistent efforts to end racism, poverty, and other forms of systematic disadvantage; they will also require practices that are ecologically responsible and sustainable.  

In short, we believe that community food security is a positive response to both, poverty and environmental crisis, and is a significant tool for real homeland security.  We further believe that government can and should be a force for social justice, environmental responsibility, and community food security.

