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Healthy Food for All: Eliminating Food Deserts in North Carolina. 
To reduce the number of food deserts in North Carolina, the state should require all of the separate but 
existent federal, state, and private resources to work together in a coordinated and comprehensive 
approach to increasing food security.  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Obesity is a nationwide epidemic, and North Carolina is at the epicenter. North Carolina ranks fifth in the 
nation for food insecurity and has 1.5 million inhabitants living in the 249 food deserts that plague the 
state (1). Food deserts are places that lack access to fresh and wholesome foods and are otherwise 
defined by the USDA as urban areas that have no grocery stores within a mile or rural areas that have no 
grocery stores within ten miles. These areas, however, are not without food stores; such regions often 
host an abundance of convenience stores that sell foods high in sugar, fat, and salt, or foods that 
contribute to obesity (2). Many food deserts are in areas that have high unemployment, low income, 
and a high concentration of minority populations (3). Such regions are also the areas with individuals 
who are most likely to be obese, as food-insecure people are 32% more likely to be obese than 
individuals who are food-secure. The danger of food deserts is greatest for adolescents, a demographic 
in which food insecurity makes individuals 1.5 times as likely to be obese as their food-secure 
counterparts (4). Obesity is a serious public health issue because obesity-related costs in the US are 
estimated to be $147 billion per year, most of which is paid through taxpayer-funded 
Medicaid/Medicare (5). Many of the dangers caused by food insecurity are unable to be seen directly 
while also affecting the youth of the United States. Children who are food-insecure are more likely to 
miss and not pay attention in school and are less likely to graduate than children who have higher access 
to healthy food; such consequences can lead to a lifetime of low achievement and low productivity (6). 
Therefore, it is in North Carolina’s best interest to end food deserts and reduce obesity because 65% of 
adults and 32% of children are overweight or obese, which costs the state enormous sums of money. 
Current efforts to reduce food deserts in the state are inadequate as they are neither coordinated nor 
comprehensive. The current state-level measure being taken to reduce food deserts is centered around 
the pending Healthy Corner Store Act (HCSA), which aims to establish a $1 million endowment for 
independently-owned corner stores to upgrade their refrigeration systems so they can stock healthy 
options such as fresh fruits and vegetables (7). The federal government also runs the Healthy Food 
Financing Initiative (HFFI), which supports, via grants, loans, and incentives, businesses operating in food 
deserts, but these resources are not being fully utilized in the state (8). 
 
POLICY IDEA 
 
North Carolina could reduce its food insecurity crisis and obesity epidemic by establishing a policy that 
requires all the independent programs with the mission of reducing food insecurity in the state to work 
in unison. This would be accomplished by establishing a state-run program that coordinates all the 
current efforts and resources to combat food deserts. Since the HCSA has yet to be passed in the state 
legislature, an amendment to establish and endow such a program should be added to the bill. The 
HCSA program would coordinate with the HFFI and its resources to support businesses in food deserts, 
state efforts to outfit existing stores with the necessary equipment to stock wholesome food, local 
governments and their incentives, such as reducing property tax and providing discounted land, and 
private sources such as the Self Help Credit Union, which privately finances such commercial projects (9, 



  Rosensteel 1 
 

 

10, 11). Establishing such a program and requiring all of the independent programs to comply with it 
would connect all the current, disparate efforts that are working to eliminate food insecurity in the 
state.  
 
POLICY ANALYSIS 
 
The key to solving food insecurity is to increase access to fresh and healthy food everywhere throughout 
North Carolina. The best solution for North Carolina should focus on increasing availability in existing 
stores and financing the development of new full-service grocery stores. This comprehensive approach 
will reduce obesity as it has been found that easy access to supermarkets and limited access to 
convenience stores are correlated with healthier diets and lower obesity (4). However, since low-income 
areas have twice as many convenience stores as other areas, outfitting convenience stores with the 
proper equipment to sell fresh foods will increase the availability of healthy foods without devoting the 
large quantities of capital that are needed to build supermarkets (5). Increasing food security and 
decreasing obesity will save the state over $2.016 billion in direct medical costs per year. The direct 
healthcare costs and the indirect costs of obesity, such as lost productivity, totals approximately $57.36 
billion a year, which is $30 billion more than the state’s annual budget (12). Reducing obesity will also 
minimize life insurance costs as well, as obesity and its many associated health problems, such as 
hypertension, heart attacks, stroke, diabetes, and cancer, lead to higher life insurance premiums; obese 
individuals pay between $9,000-$17,000 more over a lifetime than someone who is not obese (13). 
Establishing new businesses in impoverished areas will also benefit the economy by creating jobs, 
increasing the tax base, and growing the number of establishments that accept WIC and SNAP benefits 
(14). Creating grocery stores is a first step in business development, as once a grocery store is built, 
other businesses will follow, which will create more jobs. Establishing a program such as HFFA with a $5 
million endowment, which includes the proposed $1 million fund for equipping corner stores with 
proper equipment under the HCSA, is less than 1% of the current state budget, and implementing a 
coordinated approach that utilizes existing resources also ensures that no particular entity bears the full 
cost of these development initiatives.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
 
The first step to implementing the Healthy Foods for All Initiative in North Carolina is to talk with the 
sponsor of the HCSA (Louis Pate-R) and propose an amendment to the HCSA that will establish a 
program to coordinate federal, state, local, and private efforts to eliminate food deserts. In order to get 
this bill passed, members of the NC General Assembly who represent the eighty counties in the state 
that contain food deserts should be lobbied to gain their support the measure. After the bill is passed in 
the General Assembly, a pilot community should be chosen as the site of a new grocery store and as the 
first recipient of the aforementioned corner store refrigeration system upgrades.  
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KEY FACTS 
 
-North Carolina is home to 249 food deserts in 80 different counties, which totals 1.5 million people 
living in food deserts (1) 
-Food deserts are areas that lack access to full service grocery stores, farmer’s markets, and healthy 
food retailers (2) 
-There is a correlation between food insecurity and obesity, especially among women and adolescents 
(4) 
-Current efforts to combat food insecurity in North Carolina are a disconnected, uncoordinated mix of 
federal, state, and private initiatives.  
 
TALKING POINTS 
 
-Over 1.5 million people are food-insecure in North Carolina; food insecurity is correlated with high 
levels of obesity (1, 4) 
-North Carolina should eliminate food deserts by implementing a program that coordinates the use of 
existing federal, state, and private resources to ensure that no single entity bears the full cost of 
development.  
-By increasing access to wholesome foods in convenience stores and by building new grocery stores, 
reducing food insecurity is handled comprehensively.  
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