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“The help is so very much appreciated.  When you have food, you feel rich my 3-year-old says.  I'm a rich mom after we've bought groceries.“

“My mom taught in a boarding school on the reservation for 10 years and the nearest grocery store was 53 miles away.”

“People say, ‘Give me $10 and I’ll take you to the store.’ The car doesn’t run on air, you know.”
“I talk a lot with the counselor at the school and my lunch buddy…the biggest meal that is eaten is Monday morning when the kids come back to school because mom and dad have been at the casino all weekend, and they haven’t fixed a meal.  So, that’s a big thing.  And, they’re starving – on Monday morning the cafeteria ladies say we have the biggest amount of non-waste because the kids are starving.”
“And look at what a treasure this whole valley is…and everything grows.”

“You have things that have created diabetes because our diets have changed; it’s Wal-Mart based; it’s Lowe’s based.  Any ‘super-space’ is not based on the indigenous food of the people that are here. For hundreds of years, we didn’t used to have these diseases.  Now we’ve got it, we keep the medical field occupied, the health practitioners occupied.  We’re sick people.” 

“When you lose the land, you lose agriculture.  When you lose agriculture as a way of life, you lose traditional food.  When you lose traditional food, you lose culture and identity.”
Executive Summary

Since the federal War on Poverty we have known about the problems of poverty and hunger.  While there have been improvements, poverty and hunger continue to affect far too many New Mexico residents.  This project seeks to bring community solutions to the table by using a “systems approach” to incorporate health, agriculture, poverty, transportation, and food stores into our understanding of the accessibility of nutritious food in rural communities.  Of particular interest are fresh fruits and vegetables because they are very important to good health.  We hope the soaring cost of diabetes and obesity will finally provide the impetus to create workable solutions to food access in rural New Mexico.

A food gap describes the difficulty in obtaining healthy food because of transportation or financial limitations.  This added burden for rural, low-income, and under-served areas is linked with poor health outcomes.  Local and regional agricultural production is a valuable partner in reducing the food gap.

The tragically high rates of food insecurity and hunger in New Mexico, prompted the New Mexico Food and Agriculture Policy Council and Farm to Table to begin this project as well as by skyrocketing diabetes and obesity rates in the state.  Focus groups were conducted in four counties with a diverse group of community residents.  Residents were asked to share information and thoughts about access to grocery stores, transportation difficulties, agriculture, school food, community programs, and farmers’ markets.  

Transportation

The scarcity of grocery stores and the lack of public transportation can create considerable challenges to getting healthy and affordable food in the rural areas of Northern New Mexico.  Bernalillo County, which includes Albuquerque, has almost 100 times as many grocery stores per square mile as rural Mora County.  The lack of grocery stores creates a situation in which food choice is limited, and long driving distances to grocery stores are common.  In our focus groups, the average drive to the store was just under one hour round-trip, and the longest reported drive was four hours round-trip.  This situation is especially difficult for low-income residents who have difficulty affording reliable transportation or the high fuel costs needed to travel the long distances.  Many residents reported hitchhiking as a common way to deal with this situation.  

Long distances and a lack of public transportation can be especially difficult for seniors, as well.   Many seniors rely on friends and family to drive them, but living long distances from grocery stores can make this difficult.  Seniors often rely on senior center vans to help out.  As one focus group participant said, “Then there are the rural communities that they [senior center vans] are trying to serve as well.  So they have to go up and down all these little back roads picking up the elderly and taking them to the stores that they want to go to” [Rio Arriba].  In fact, senior center vans are the only form of subsidized transportation in many rural areas.  

Only 42% of our focus group participants said that public transportation was available in their communities.  Of the existing public transportation, focus group members said that it was generally used and appreciated.  Some residents in San Juan County suggested that bus routes needed to have more frequent routes and needed to travel to more rural communities.  

Long distances and lack of public transportation also affect people’s access to food by limiting their access to Food Stamps.  Dulce, for example, is 40 miles from the nearest office in Tierra Amarilla.  The Food Stamp Outreach Project, conducted by New Mexico Human Service Department and New Mexico Association of Food Banks, found that there was a huge demand for access to Food Stamps in this area.  While the project was still in place in Rio Arriba County, the outreach workers averaged 16 new applicants per day when they went to Dulce.

Grocery Stores

One part of a food gap is when grocery stores are too few and far between.  Another part, however, is when grocery stores do not or cannot provide the services that local residents want and need.  Residents reported varying degrees of importance for affordability, convenience, and service/quality.  Many community members reported traveling in order to get a wider selection, better prices, and higher quality products.  For low-income families, however, “it doesn’t matter, though, the bottom line is that price is everything” [Rio Arriba].

Community Programs

We were reminded that, “It’s really hard to feed your family nutritious food on a budget.  Food Stamps are the best thing to have for me” [San Juan].  However, many residents say the benefits are often not enough.  Community members emphasized the importance of Food Stamps and the continuing need for emergency food programs.  Current programs (such as Food Stamps, food pantries, and WIC), which “are used a lot” [Mora], were generally well regarded and are thought of as important and needed.  Senior centers are an important part of the safety net for the elderly and often provide the only full meal of the day for low-income seniors.  There is still work to be done in getting the word out about programs.  At each focus group, community members consistently recommended classes to teach cooking skills.

School Food

No question we asked resulted in a more forceful answer than the chorus of “No!” that we got every time we asked, “Do children generally enjoy the school meals?”  However, school meals are very important in improving nutrition and reducing hunger, and school food service personnel have very little money for food and staffing.  In 2005-2006 food and salaries had to come from the federal reimbursement of $2.32 (Free Lunches), $1.92 (reduced price lunches), and $0.22 (paid lunches).
 Participation in summer school lunch programs is related to lower levels of food insecurity among children in U.S. states.
  The School Lunch Program has its origins as a nutrition program from World War II during which, “Over 15 percent of the first million men called under Selective Service were unfit, for causes due to poor nutrition.”
  Like military rations, school food provides a mostly balanced meal – the taste and quality, though, may be less than desirable.  Participants told us about the importance of school food and how it needs to be improved.  Not a single participant believed that “food grown around here” is served in schools; in fact, one community member quipped, “They don’t serve food grown anywhere” [San Juan].  Virtually all community members were supportive of serving “food grown around here” in the local schools.  The “Backpack Program,” which sends backpacks of food home with eligible students on weekends, can be an excellent tool against childhood hunger.  The importance of school food was reiterated to us by the statement, “how are we not recognizing this as an essential part of the care of our children?  We research it and then we just blow it off” [Mora].  

Farming, Ranching, and Farmers’ Markets

In a day and age in which most people don’t know where their food comes from, it is easy to forget that one of the best ways to provide more healthy foods in communities is by helping the communities grow their own food.  Farmers’ markets and other local distributions of food can be a very good source of healthy foods, such as fresh meats, fruits, and vegetables.  Indeed, farmers and ranchers are a very valuable partner in fighting food insecurity in communities.  However, in order for farming and ranching to be financially viable, many focus group participants reported a need for more opportunities for farmers and ranchers.  Recommendations fell mostly within five main categories:  1) greenhouses to extend the season, 2) processing and packaging facilities to add value to their foods, 3) local businesses and schools that are willing to buy local food, 4) better water resources, and 5) adding a farmers’ market to their community or improving the current one. 

Farmers’ markets were generally seen as “a wonderful way of getting that fresh produce to the families that need it” [Rio Arriba].  Many participants said positive things about the WIC Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program, but several also noted the negative effects of not being able to use food stamps at farmers’ markets.  Residents also mentioned the need for intergenerational programs to get the youth involved in farming and ranching, and some recommended that the farmers’ market would be a great setting for such programs.

Traditional Food

Many traditional foods in Northern New Mexico have been found to be very nutritious and part of a balanced and healthy diet.  For instance, green chile is known to be high in vitamin C, and the Navajo practice of adding juniper ash to blue corn mush has been found to provide an excellent source of calcium.
  In some areas, declining availability of these foods due to decreases in traditional farming and ranching, and more reliance on less healthy foods from commodity programs, convenience stores, and fast food restaurants contribute significantly to the “food gap” among low-income residents. 

In our focus groups, many residents discussed the importance of traditional foods to overall health of their communities.  However, several people reported that they had trouble getting certain traditional foods, due to travel distance, inconsistency of availability at local stores, and price.  Foods that were mentioned as difficult to get included pre-cooked ground corn, mutton, and calabacitas.  Several others reported that traditional foods were still eaten frequently and were very important in local events.  Many residents said that more education for youth about traditional foods was needed.  One person put it this way, “We’ve lost a lot of traditional food for the fact that we don’t know how to cook it.” [Rio Arriba].

Price and Availability

In order to compare the price and selection of rural stores to stores located in regional centers (cities having two or more supermarkets), a market basket price survey was conducted in 27 stores located in 18 towns.  A few stores located in small towns have prices competitive with those located in regional centers, but overall prices are considerably higher in smaller towns, smaller stores, and in stores more than twenty miles away from another store.

There is a strong inverse relationship between population and price of the market basket.  Seven of the nine most expensive stores are located in towns under 2,000 people.  Eight of the nine least expensive stores are located in towns of over 9,000 people.  There is also a strong inverse relationship between store size and price.  Stores classified as small grocery stores were 70% more expensive for the market basket on average than large supermarkets and supercenters.  Stores located more than 20 miles away from another grocery store also tend to be much more expensive.  These stores are 31% higher than stores located in regional centers.  This means that residents of these small towns have a choice between paying a 31% premium for groceries or traveling at least 40 miles round-trip.

Large grocery stores, supermarkets, and supercenters also have a much better selection of items than small grocery stores.  Small grocery stores more than 20 miles from another store were missing 23.0% of all items surveyed.  Large grocery stores, supermarkets, and supercenters were missing only 1%.  Availability of fruits and vegetables is also much lower in small rural stores.  Small grocery stores were missing 18.9% of fruits and vegetables listed in the market basket.  Large grocery stores, supermarkets, and supercenters were missing less than 1% on average.   

Recommendations

The core recommendations from community members and local organizations include: building better transportation networks to improve accessibility of residents to grocery stores, developing food stores in rural areas that provide affordable and nutritious foods, developing more value-added agriculture business opportunities, creating more opportunities for farmers and ranchers to sell their products locally, increasing the number of cooking and nutrition education classes, and advancing the nutritional health of children through improving the school meal programs.

It is vitally important to the health of New Mexico that further work be done to assess and close the rural food gap.  We would urge policymakers and state government to consider replicating this study in other areas of the state.  Additionally, this study can be used as a beginning for building community partnerships to close the food gap where there is both interest and resources.  Community members provided us with many recommendations that we are pleased to present.  Further research should build on these recommendations to better understand, clarify, and discover workable solutions for the problems of the rural food gap.  In conjunction with County Health Councils, local organizations should begin to address the rural food gap and better understand its nuances.
Recommendations on Transportation:

+ Join with the New Mexico Passenger Transportation Association to advocate for state funding for rural transportation systems

+ Work with local transportation networks to improve current public transportation by including more frequent bus services and more routes to rural communities 

+ Work with state and local officials to develop bus routes that include rural communities and towns with food stamp offices

Recommendations on Grocery Stores

+ Support local food centers and production of healthy products

+ Promote local cooperatives that cater to local needs

+ Further assessment by state and local government about the availability of grocery stores and their local economic impact.

+ Encourage the New Mexico Department of Health to include access to food in its goals, such as: “Objective 5: Reduce child and adolescent obesity and diabetes in all populations”
 in the Strategic Plan for Fiscal Year 2007 and Objective 1.6 of the New Mexico Department of Health’s Cancer Plan 2002-2006: “By 2006, increase the number of persons aged 13 and older following dietary guidelines that recommend eating 5 or more servings of fruit and vegetables per day.”
       

+ Research viable ways of improving the quality of offerings at small stores following the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene’s lead.  (New York City found that only 10% of small stores in some neighborhoods offered green leafy vegetables and only slightly over a quarter sold fresh fruit.
  The City then partnered with small stores to improve their offerings.
)  

+ Further link grocery stores with local growers.

+ Research and support incentives that strengthen locally owned businesses.
Recommendations on Programs

+ Continue to support and improve the Food Stamp outreach program with mobile caseworkers.

+ Respect children’s playgroups and elders’ friendship groups in meal programs

+ Mandate and fund hands-on nutrition education in schools where over 50% of students are eligible to receive free or reduced price meals. State funds would be used to attract matching funds through the federal Food Stamp Nutrition Education Program. NMSU Extension currently offers these programs in many counties throughout the state. Other programs that could be expanded include Santa Fe's Cooking with Kids and Albuquerque's Kids Cook!

+ Provide more vegetables and less sugared fruits from the USDA commodity program as there is often too much sugar and too many carbohydrates.

+ Promote nutrition standards for senior nutrition programs.

+ Supplement Food Stamps for seniors.

+ Encourage combining summer school lunch programs with senior lunch programs to bring grandparents and grandchildren together.  It has been observed that grand parents bring their grand children to the summer lunch program.  Some of these grandparents are missing their own senior lunches to take care of their grandchildren.  Combining the services could be beneficial to both children and adults.

+ Advocate for the senior farmers market nutrition program.

Recommendations on School Food

+ Increase the reimbursement rate for school meals.

+ Increase the size of the Backpack Program and increase funding for the program.

+ Support free breakfast for all children in New Mexico’s schools.

+ Implement rules for competitive foods in all NM schools. Foods and beverages should be health-promoting and not detract from school food service's mission to provide balanced meals to students. A la carte, vending, and fundraising should be held to the same standards.

+ Adopt recess before lunch (RBL) policies in all schools. Studies show that students eat more and the lunchroom is less frenetic.  Provide adequate time for students to eat lunch (standing in line does not count).

+ Provide training and incentives to school food service to serve healthy, appealing, locally produced foods.

+ Make sure school food workers are paid a living wage.

+ Link schools to local and regional farms to improve school meal quality.

+ Better inform schools about the availability of “farm to school” programs that are already taking place and encourage their replicability.
Recommendations on Farming, Ranching, and Farmers’ Markets

+ Provide funding to install EBT or Smart Card readers at Farmers’ Markets

+ Advocate for a Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program in New Mexico

+ Provide necessary assistance to establish Farmers’ Markets on Native American Reservations and Pueblos

+ Support greenhouse projects to increase agriculture viability, especially with regards to Farm to Cafeteria projects (selling to local schools)

+ Work with local residents and organizations to start a community garden in your community (www.communitygarden.org/)

+ Support community kitchens/value added agriculture projects in underserved rural communities

+ Work with the local farmers’ market to create cooking and nutrition education in conjunction with farmers’ market

+ Provide more intergenerational programs to get youth involved in farming

+ Create better opportunities for communities to get local produce in schools

+ Provide infrastructure to support agriculture small businesses; provide funding for business incubators in rural communities

+ Provide more marketing training for farmers

Recommendations on Traditional Food

+ Further study on the relationship between the availability of traditional foods in local stores and health

+ Include more traditional food education in schools and other community programs for youth

+ Cooking classes that use traditional foods and techniques

+ Providing more traditional foods through the food banks and commodity programs

+ Starting community and school gardens using traditional foods

+ Work with local grocers to provide a better variety of traditional foods

Conclusions

“Making a drum is not easy; it takes a group of people,” advised Dr. Samuel Suina, the New Mexico Tribal Extension Task Force Director, who teaches drum making and basket weaving to New Mexico youth.  Increasing access to healthy and affordable food for low-income residents of rural New Mexico will not be easy either, and it will require the collaboration of many different groups working in a wide range of fields.

The challenges faced by rural communities in McKinley, San Juan, Rio Arriba, and Mora Counties are many.  Not only do less-mobile and low-income residents of these rural communities face a lack of economic opportunity, but as our price survey has demonstrated, they face much higher prices for their food (small rural stores were 31% more expensive than grocery stores located in regional centers).

Thus, less mobile low-income rural residents—those often least able to afford it—have to pay more for their food, and therefore also get less food for their Food Stamps. They also have less access to healthy foods such as fresh fruits and vegetables.  The system which has created this inequality must be changed so that food, a basic human need, is equally available to everyone at a reasonable price. 

An investment in better public transportation systems within all of these counties must be made.  Residents should not have to hitchhike to get to the grocery store.  Seniors living in rural areas should not have to rely on the senior center van to take them to the grocery store, which is often a small store with high prices.  Nor should low-income residents of Dulce and other rural communities miss out on getting Food Stamps because they live too far from the Food Stamp office.  Measures need to be taken at the state and local level to improve, and in many cases create, public transportation for people.

Another way to address the transportation burdens placed on rural low-income residents is to bring better grocery stores to them or to improve the stores that exist.  Many focus group members mentioned the lack of selection and higher prices at local, small grocery stores, and this was confirmed by our price survey.  However, this does not have to be the case.  There are a number of examples of grocery stores in rural areas that are able to provide a good selection of healthy foods at affordable prices, such as Bashas’ in Crownpoint, and the Jicarilla Grocery in Dulce.  Communities would be wise to invest in such a store, because it means that the money will stay in the community and will not be lost to a regional center.  The state would be wise to invest in bringing better stores to high-poverty rural areas because they would provide better access to healthy foods, such as fruits and vegetables, which can help reduce diabetes, which is currently costing New Mexico’s economy over a billion dollars per year. 

Community programs, emergency food programs, and entitlement programs are all working to lessen the needs of these communities.  However, residents suggested many ways in which these programs could be improved.  Farmers’ markets should obtain EBT card machines or other tools in order to accept Food Stamps, so that they could be more available to low-income people.  Food Stamp outreach programs can be expanded to other rural counties to create awareness and ease transportation burdens.  Other programs also need to create more awareness in communities by advertising themselves more effectively.  Along with awareness, a large number of focus group participants mentioned the need for more education about food and nutrition.  Community members wanted more nutrition and cooking classes for low-income adults and also for children, so that they could develop good habits early in life. 

Along with improving nutrition education for our children, we need to provide nutritious foods in the schools.  Many people in our focus groups mentioned that school food did not seem healthy and needed to be improved.  Action needs to be taken to increase the school food reimbursement rate so that schools can offer a wider variety of nutritious options.  Most school lunch programs also have to compete against junk food available through a la carte and vending machines.  However, some positive things are happening to address this in New Mexico.  Recently the state finalized anti-junk food rules for schools, which include a ban on all junk foods in vending machines in elementary schools, a ban on carbonated beverages in middle schools, and a ban on unhealthy a la carte items.  This has been achieved through the cooperation of many different groups, led by Action for Healthy Kids.  New Mexico has also recently received one million dollars through the USDA Fruit and Vegetable Pilot Program, which provides students with fresh fruits and vegetables as snacks.

Similar cooperation is needed to ensure that children are not coming to school hungry.  The Backpack Program, which gives children healthy foods to take home on the weekends, was talked about highly among our focus group participants, but it does not currently have enough funding to help the large numbers of children that need it.  Many children, like those mentioned in Rio Arriba County, are showing up hungry on Monday morning because they have had inadequate meals over the weekend.  Universal school breakfast programs, which provide breakfast to all children at no cost, regardless of income level, can have dramatic benefits to communities.  Students who participate in school breakfast have been shown to eat more nutritious diets and score higher on standardized tests.

Connecting local and regional farmers to schools has also been found to be a great source of nutritious foods for children in some areas of New Mexico, but much work is left to be done.  Not a single focus group participant said that they thought local food was served in the local schools, but many suggested that their schools should buy local, not only to improve the nutrition of their children, but also to increase the opportunities for farmers and ranchers.

Many participants also mentioned the need to get young people involved in farming and ranching.  Traditional farming and ranching, in particular, are very important to providing healthy traditional foods, and the decline in farming and ranching often leads to dietary changes.  Less consumption of traditional foods and more reliance on highly processed and high sugar foods have caused skyrocketing diabetes rates.  However, there are many possibilities that are currently being pursued in New Mexico to address this.  The Tribal Extension Task Force, for example, has the possibility of bring inter-cultural education, agricultural extension resources, and nutrition education to eight centers in the Pueblos and First Nations. 

The links between agriculture, access to food, and health are evident.  New Mexico can take the lead in reducing the health care burdens of diabetes and other chronic diseases by recognizing that health, poverty, food sovereignty, and agriculture are intertwined.  

Indeed, the rural food gap does exist and has tangible costs to New Mexico’s health and wellbeing.  However, further research is needed by state government and others to quantify the health costs associated with the food gap.  Incorporating access into further anti-hunger and nutrition work is fundamentally important to the state’s future, and by linking agriculture with these goals, nutritional benefits can be linked with a viable economic development programs.

Most importantly, cooperation between many different groups will be needed to address the food gap.  This report has offered many recommendations that will require the collaboration of groups involved in transportation, emergency food, entitlement programs, agriculture, farmers’ markets, school districts, private businesses, nutrition education programs, other community programs, and probably many more.  Community organizations, agencies, and businesses must work together to learn more about the nuances of the food gap and work earnestly to develop further practical solutions.  Without action, the Land of Enchantment will also remain a land of poverty, food insecurity, and nutrition-related diseases.
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