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Food Deserts   
How long can humans last without food? Although there is no definite number of days or weeks 
before the human body will completely shut down without food, researchers often assume fatality 
comes within 8 to 21 days of starvation. After oxygen and water, food is the most critical element to 
our survival. The media often portrays the stories of starving children and desperate people living in 
third world countries – attempting to promote the eradication of world hunger, undeniably a noble 
cause. Yet, these channels and social media outlets are also airing the stories of people in western 
countries eating McDonalds three meals a day, 7 days a week, instead of promoting a world issue or 
trying to change things – these are meant to scare people onto diets and incite disgust towards people 
who “obviously” have no regard for their health.   

What they don’t tell you is that these ‘irresponsible’ mothers – feeding their children cheap, 
widespread, fast-food – are often victims themselves. Victims of an assailant far too unnoticed and 
unchallenged.   

‘Food desert’ is a term that hasn’t been used much since it was coined around the 1990s, but its 
affects have been felt for decades. Food deserts have muddled and deliberated definitions, with the 
USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) defining a “food desert census tract… as a low-
income tract where a substantial number or substantial share of residents does not have easy access to 
a supermarket or large grocery store”. But essentially, the term usually refers to an urban area with a 
radius of one mile (1600m), or a rural area with a radius of 10 miles (16,000m), where there are no 
large, fresh, affordable supermarkets and therefore residents are forced to source their groceries and 
food from local minimarts/corner shops. Noticeably, many official definitions do not call into 
question the nutritional value of the food available in these small food stores, where most stock 
healthy options, albeit at higher prices than many grocery stores would.  

Not only are people victims of food deserts, but people are also affected by food mirages, food 
swamps and food insecurity. Many of these types of food insecurities are not merely initiated by a 
lack of food, but by capitalist mentalities as supermarkets operate in the interest of making money 
rather than feeding people. But this isn’t the only coincidental factor instigating these problems, other 
factors are economic status of patrons, race, age, physical disabilities, and conditions. Food deserts 
run much deeper than situations of starvation at the fault of the starved.   

Who is affected by food deserts? Why are these people often 
affected?   
 

Food deserts are and are continuing to be more prevalent in urban settings than in rural ones. Urban 
communities have shown to have decreasing populations, especially in urban food deserts. In urban 
food deserts, the population had decreased by 10%, in a 20-year study (from 1990-2009), but in other 
parts of urban communities, the population fell by 4.8%. Over the same time period, rural 
communities were experiencing a population rise of 6.8% in non-food desert areas and of >1% in 
rural food deserts (Dutko et al, 2012). As supermarkets, like any other store, operate to create income, 
it makes economical sense to follow the money out into rural communities, or to higher income 
communities, communities with more dense populations, communities with higher white populations, 
where they will make more money. Census tracts that have been classified as food deserts very often 
have similar residents, with non-white Hispanic or Black residents, low-income residents, elderly 
residents.  

In interviews with 18-25yrs, low-income, African American women for “salient factors involved in 
food choices other than prices and healthfulness”:  
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o Familiarity: reverting to foods that have memory/meaning attached to them even with 
the knowledge that they “needed to cut down on calorie intake, yet the social meaning 
associated with consuming certain types of high calorie foods…trumped health 
considerations” (Wright et al., 2016)  

o Convenience: Especially as women/mothers, often lack of time impacts food choices, 
making fast food and prepared foods more attractive and often necessary. (Wright et 
al., 2016) 

o Nutritional Quality: Most of the women interviewed had knowledge of the nutritional 
value of foods yet were not always making these healthy choices. (Wright et al., 
2016) 

o Enjoyment: people eat foods they enjoy. Often people prefer their comfort foods even 
when there are obviously healthier options available. (Wright et al., 2016) 

o Satiation (a need to satisfy): people just want to feed themselves and their 
dependents. No one wants to leave someone starving. “[Canned raviolis] is not all 
that healthy, but it fills them up. And that’s the main thing. I want my kids to be full.” 
(Wright et al., 2016) 

o Cost: People “have to eat somehow” along with their other expenses, things are just 
too expensive. “For the government to be putting bulletins and having health alerts 
and stuff, it’s just making people more depressed knowing they can’t afford that.” 
(Wright et al., 2016) Food deserts are primarily situated in low-income, 
impoverished, tracts and as prices continue to rise, rates of poverty increase with 
them.  

 

Food deserts in America:  
 

Out of the 64,999 census tracts in the United States, 6,529 of them fell under the USDA definition of 
a food desert. That’s 10% of all census tracts. Three quarters of those food desert tracts were urban 
(4,175); subsequently, the rest were rural (2,204). This equates to around 13.6 million Americans 
being food insecure people (Dutko et al, 2012) These census tracts also had a few similarities, with 
33.8% of rural food desert tracts also being low-income tracts, 23.3% of urban food desert tracts were 
also classified as low-income. Here, “low-income” referring to a poverty rate that is greater or equal 
to 20%.  
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One severe case of a food desert in America is the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota 
inhabited by 40,000 Oglala Lakota Sioux people. Pine Ridge was established in 1889 as a camp for 
indigenous prisoners of war. This reservation is heavy with history of racism and violence, in 1890, 
just a year after its establishment, 300 Native American residents were massacred under orders from 
the United States Federal Government. Most of these deaths were women, children, and elderly 
members of the community. This community is still reeling from the Plains Indian Wars, the war 
between invaders and Native Americans. Around the mid to late 1800s, the US Army was ordered to 

massacre all bison to “confine the Indians to smaller areas and 
compel them to abandon their nomadic customs." (Wei, 2017) 
The government thought that if they could eliminate the Native 
American’s main source of food, they would force them to flock 
to cities and Western Civilizations and convert to the Western 
ways of eating and living. Their plan worked perfectly. The US 
Army worked vigorously to wipe out the buffalo, and they did 
an excellent job. They brought down the bison population, at its 
peak in the mid-1800s, from 60 million less than 400. The 
effects of this genocide are still felt by the residents of Pine 
Ridge as bison was such a key element to Native American 
diets, cuisine, and traditions. Not only is 100-year-old bison 
genocide affecting modern-day eating habits, but the soil at Pine 

Ridge has also been severely overgrazed by neighboring farmer’s cattle, compacted and exhausted, 
96% of the soil is now barren.  

Buche Foods grocery store is the only supermarket in the reservation, 
despite the reservation being a huge 2.1 million acres (8,498.4 km²). 
Buche foods opened on April 9, 2019, after the previous grocery store 
closed after 50 years in the community. The previous grocery store 
finally closed with its overpriced food and bad quality in produce. In 
2012, the previous store was cited by the Indian Health Service with 
11 critical violations in the meat department, “including employees 
mixing rotten hamburger with fresh hamburger” meat and selling at 
full price. (Abourezk, 2019) Residents were ecstatic over this new 
store they saw this as the start of the community “moving on to bigger 
and better.” The store even features translations into the Lakota language over different sections and 
checkouts.  

Most Oglala Lakota Sioux tribe members are forced to rely on “commodity foods” (Wei 2017). To be 
noted that this data was taken before the opening of the new store, but a large portion of the 
population can still be expected to rely on these handouts. Commodity foods are foods that the US 
government purchases from farmers, to support farm prices, and then distributes to low-income 
people in an attempt and improve their nutritional status. The Commodity Supplemental Food 
Program (CSFP) is in place to improve the healthiness of low-income pregnant and breastfeeding 
mothers, as well as children up to the age of 6 and also low-income elderly people aged 60 and above. 
Commodity foods are not meant to provide complete meals and entirely well-rounded nutrition but 
are meant to offer more nutrition to these nutrition-needy people. Food Distribution Program on 
Indian Reservations (FDPIR) provides monthly packages of these commodity foods to low-income 
Native American households on or near reservations like Pine Ridge. Commodity foods were once a 
source of diversion in Native American communities as some members were keen on the handouts, 
and other weren’t. They also contributed to tribes losing traditional skills in cooking, hunting and 
gathering. (Wei 2017)   

“Hostile Indian Camp” – 
notation on the picture 
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If members of the tribe are not relying on the commodity foods or are unable or unwilling to make the 
journey to Buche Foods, many of them are relying on gas stations for their nutrition, living in pockets 
of food swamps in this large food desert. Local gas stations, and similar convenience stores, are 
always full of locals, sugary drink, and junk food. These eating habits and very limited access to 
healthful foods has led to devastating health rates for these people. If newborns make it past infancy, 
they are faced with a future semi-destined to be extremely shortened and full of struggles with 
poverty, diabetes, and alcoholism.  

Statistics on the Heath of Pine Ridge Residents:  

- Life expectancy is the lowest in the western hemisphere (besides Haiti) (48 yrs. men 52 yrs. 
women) 

- Infant Mortality rate is the highest in the country. 
- Rate of death by alcoholism is 300% higher than the rest of the country. 
- Unemployment rate is 95% 
- Second poorest county in the US, 97% of the population is below federal poverty levels 

- Diabetes on the reservation is 800% higher than national average. 
- Food Stamps are 6 times more likely to be residents’ source of food, in comparison to the 

rest of the country 

 

Food Security in Australia:   
Stats about food security in Australia: (2011-12) 

- Nationally, 4.0% of the population lived in a household that had run out of food and could 
not buy more. 1.5%, nationally, were in a household where someone went with no food when 
there wasn’t enough/family couldn’t buy any more.  

- In Victoria 3.7% of people lived in a household that had run out of food and could not buy 
more and just 1 % went with no food when they couldn’t buy any more.   

- In the NT, 4.7% of people lived in a household that had run out of food and could not buy 
more and just 2.6 % went with no food when they couldn’t buy any more.    

- Queensland (highest food insecurity) 5.3% of people lived in a household that had run out 
of food and could not buy more and just 2.4 % went with no food when they couldn’t buy any 
more.     
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Solutions, tried and proposed:  
 

Supermarkets:  

How should people (governments/companies/stores/chains) help these communities stuck in food 
deserts? The answer seems obvious. If a community is suffering because they don’t have access to 
healthy, affordable food, introducing healthy, affordable food is the perfect way to meet their needs. 
Although this can be true in some circumstances and seemed to be the case in the Pine Ridge 
Reservation, with residents lining up outside the building and down the street to get into the new 
store. But it has been observed by many studies that the trends do not align with this theory. One such 
study of two similar food deserts in Pittsburg also came to this conclusion (Cummins et al, 2017) 

Two similar census tracts, that had been identified as food deserts, were studied over a three-year 
period where in Hill District, Pittsburgh, a supermarket was opened, whereas the other tract, 
Homewood, Pittsburgh, continued to support no grocery stores. At the start of this study, these two 
neighborhoods had great need for a reliable, affordable place to buy produce and regular necessities. 
No stores in Homewood carried fruits and vegetables, with Hill District having just one, albeit one 
with unpredictable hours and a small selection. Residents were not offered healthy alternatives to 
basics like bread, milk and meat, such as whole meal bread instead of white bread or lean or white 
meat instead of full-fat red meat. These findings are consistent with other stores in other food deserts, 
having more junk/unhealthy food rather than healthy food. At the end of the study thought, Hill 
District now supported 6 places that sold fruits and vegetables, and Homewood had found itself with 4 
carriers of fruit and vegetables, and healthy alternatives were noticeably more prevalent in both 
districts. These rises in healthy alternatives were unlikely to be connected to the introduction of the 
supermarket, and likely would have happened naturally without any government intervention.  

The supermarket in Hill District greatly improved residents’ geographical access to a supermarket, 
greatly reducing the distance to the nearest supermarket, where the residents in Homewood continued 
to have the same distance of over a mile. Interestingly, after the introduction of the supermarket, very 
little changed in the lives of Hill District residence 
as very few moved to adopt this new supermarket 
into their community and their lives. Many of Hill 
District’s residence traveled outside the 
neighborhood before the grand opening of this 
supermarket, as there had not been a supermarket 
in Hill District for three decades. This was the 
same findings other studies had had, such as one 
conducted by Wang et al. in 2007 and another by 
Cummins et al., 2014. The conductors of this test 
speculate that “habit has a stronger role in 
behavior than convenience, at least in the short 
term” but it is possible that with more time 
residents will be more accustomed to shopping at 
the supermarket regularly. (Cummins et al.2017) 
The supermarket saw a decrease in the pre-study 
price of healthy food coupled with an increase in 
the price of junk food compared to the pre-study 
price. This could be because the supermarket was 
offering the healthy food at a lower price and other 
stores moved to match it. The rise in the prices of 
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junk food could be in response to the price of other food dropping and the stores having to 
compensate to steady their income.   

While there were positive benefits to be seen at the end of this study, with the diets of Hill District 
residents’ reducing in sugars and empty calories, these improvements were related to other factors 
improving the diets such as “economic renewal” (Cummins et al., 2017), rather than the presence of a 
supermarket.  

Improvements in diets, such as this decrease in sugar and empty calorie intake, are crucial for 
residents of food deserts and food swamps especially in countries like America that are suffering from 
extreme levels of diabetes and heart disease. As people are forced to turn to cheap, quick, foods, their 
cholesterol levels rise along with their blood pressure as their arteries fill with plaque formed by bad 
cholesterol.  

Katso is a traditional Lakota chef who grew up in a reservation nearby Pine Ridge who firmly 
believes in teaching today’s youth the ways of Indigenous cooking and traditions. In 2017, Katso 
came to Pine Ridge with the Indigenous Wisdom and Permaculture Skills Convergence as a head 
cook. With this team, she wants to learn and teach about “ecological, low-cost cooking technologies 
like solar dehydrators and rocket stoves” (Wei, 2017) and incorporating these skills and technologies 
into her cooking and into these reservations. This convergence took place on Pine Ridge over six days 
and was attended by 100 people. Permaculture aims to be “holistic” and “as off-the-grid as possible” 
by using “materials from the land” and focusing on refreshing and renewing the trampled, barren soil 
of Pine Ridge. At the convergence, volunteers built aquaponic ponds, greenhouses (that double as 
tornado shelters and meeting places). Katso longs to teach indigenous youth about traditional ways to 
overcome starvation and malnourishment, in this reservation plagued by health issues, her teachings 
could be part of the much-needed solution.   

“Why aren't you investing in producing your own food—whether it be buffalo, elk, beef, or organic 
crops and medicine? Let's create our own economy. Why aren't we trading with other tribes who 

produce their own food and re-establishing those ancient ways of commerce to ensure that we take 
care of ourselves through the winter? Now that's sovereignty."  

– Katso to the Pine Ridge residence 

Glossary:  
 

Food deserts: USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) defines a “food desert census tract… 
as a low-income tract where a substantial number or substantial share of residents does not have 
easy access to a supermarket or large grocery store”. But essentially, the term usually refers to an 
urban area with a radius of one mile (1600m), or a rural area with a radius of 10 miles (16,000m), 
where there are no supermarkets and therefore residents are forced to source their groceries and food 
from local minimarts/corner shops.    

Food swamps: areas where there may be easy access to fresh, nutritious food, but where there is an 
overabundance of unhealthy food, e.g. fast food. Defined by the CDC, Food swamps in the US 
“are…areas with 4 or more corner stores within 0.4 km (0.25 miles) of home or where the ratio of 
unhealthy to healthy food establishments exceeds 3.89 (2,3).”  

Food mirages: are areas that have grocery stores, or other methods of attaining healthful foods, but 
the prices or other aspects of the store are beyond the means of the residents of the area (as many food 
desert residents are low-income).  
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Food security: The 1996 World Food Summit defined food security as the situation “when all people, 
at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”  
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