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Re: State Efforts to Improve Access to Healthy Foods in Food Deserts

Executive Summary

Areas that are “low-income census tracts with a substantial number or share of residents with low levels of access to retail
outlets selling healthy and affordable foods” are known as food deserts.' Food deserts can have profound public health
implications, such as obesity and chronic diseases." The Southeastern portion of the United States has both a higher
concentration of food deserts and a higher percentage of the population impacted by food deserts.' As such, multiple
CSG South states have explored various avenues for improving access to healthy foods in underserved areas. What
follows is an overview of enacted legislation from our region.

Research Methods
Enacted legislation and statutes were reviewed via Quorum and states’ bill tracking systems. Program funding sources

were determined through budget appropriation legislation and individual programs’ publicly available data.
Findings

Special Populations
Several states have targeted food access policies toward populations with a known elevated risk of food insecurity. Below
are examples from the CSG South region.

e Arkansas: Senate Bill 59 (2025) guarantees reimbursement for breakfast for all public school students, supported
by federal and state funding and a newly established Food Insecurity Fund. Reimbursing schools for breakfast
costs the state $1.90 per breakfast, resulting in an estimated $14.7 million for the 2025-2026 fiscal year."

o Tennessee: Senate Bill 1239 (2025) established a task force to end childhood hunger by advising Tennessee
officials on strategic uses of public resources and potential government and non-profit partnerships. Establishing
this task force is not expected to have a significant fiscal impact, as its operations are not anticipated to affect
government operations or expenditures."

e West Virginia: House Bill 4447 (2020) created the Shared Table Initiative for Senior Citizens. This legislation builds
on the Shared Table Initiative in West Virginia Schools." It established a mandate for the Bureau for Senior Services
to manage and distribute excess food from senior centers and other locations to senior citizens."" The initiative
aims to be cost neutral.""

Financial Incentives

States have also explored methods of incentivizing healthy food options in food deserts and generally underserved
communities. These incentives range from tax credits to supplementing SNAP benefits. Below is a brief summary of
incentives from three of the CSG South states.

e Mississippi: Senate Bill 2077 (2022) established the Healthy Food Families Program, which funds nonprofits that
provide matching dollar incentives for SNAP benefits spent on fruits and vegetables at farmers' markets and
retailers. The program’s first year had an award ceiling of $360,000.” The program received $400,000 this past
session.* Another effort from Mississippi, though not reauthorized this past session, is the Small Business and
Grocer Investment Act. This act was originally in place in the 1970s, but the Mississippi General Assembly
reenacted it through House Bill 1132 (2019). This program aimed to improve access to healthy foods in
underserved communities across the state by incentivizing small groceries to carry healthy foods and produce. The
program’s reenacting legislation stated that grants and loans designated through the Mississippi Development



https://arkleg.state.ar.us/Bills/Detail?id=sb59&ddBienniumSession=2025%2F2025R
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/BillInfo/default.aspx?BillNumber=SB1239&GA=114#:~:text=Bill%20Summary,SENATE%20BILL%201239%2C%20AS%20AMENDED.&text=(5)%20Address%20administrative%20challenges%20with,limited%20to%2C%20theft%20and%20fraud.
https://www.wvlegislature.gov/bill_status/bills_text.cfm?billdoc=HB4447%20INTR.htm&yr=2020&sesstype=RS&i=4447
https://da.mdah.ms.gov/series/sos/sosenrolled/sos-enrolled-2022/general/detail/901917
https://billstatus.ls.state.ms.us/documents/2019/html/HB/1100-1199/HB1132PS.htm
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Authority should fund it. As such, following the pandemic, it was funded through awards from the State Small
Business Credit Initiative (SSBCI) Program (see House Bill 1164 (2022)), which in turn received its monies as part of
the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 (House Resolution 1319).

e Oklahoma: House Bill 1955 (2024) eliminated the state sales tax on food for human consumption, reducing cost
barriers for all residents. This resulted in an estimated $370.3 million decrease in sales tax revenue and an
increase of $93.8 thousand in administrative costs for fiscal year 2024.¢ Additionally, Senate Bill 506 (2017)
established the Healthy Food Financing Program in Oklahoma through a revolving fund within the Department of
Agriculture. This program offers loans, grants, and support to retailers who bring fresh, healthy, and affordable food
to underserved communities.

e South Carolina: The Healthy Bucks Program allows SNAP participants who spend at least $5 to receive $15in
tokens for fresh fruits and vegetables at participating locations.* The state’s Department of Social Services
administers the program, ™ while funding for this program comes from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
and not directly from the state (see House Bill 4000 (2019)).

Mobile Markets

Alabama and Florida have both implemented mobile market programs. Although neither is a state-run program, both
receive public funds through grants or otherwise. These programs convert box trucks, buses, and trailers that can be
attached to a vehicle into functional grocery stores, complete with refrigeration and retail equipment. These mobile
markets allow operators to travel to underserved areas and food deserts. Currently, mobile markets primarily operate in
urban areas due to population density and efficiency.?¥ Below is more information on mobile market operations in
Alabama and Florida.

e Alabama: Live HealthSmart Alabama Mobile Market (LHSA) is one component of the Live HealthSmart Alabama
initiative, a broader wellness program. In 2023, LHSA initially received $2.7 million from the University of Alabama
at Birmingham's (UAB) Strategic Investment Fund, and it subsequently received an additional $5 million to be used
for the years 2023-2025." Although primarily funded through UAB, the program receives additional funding from
various partners.® The mobile market brings fresh produce and other goods throughout Birmingham, Selma,
Camden, Demopolis, and other underserved communities.™" Customers can pay using cash, debit/credit cards, or
EBT cards.™"

o Florida: The Fresh Stop Mobile Market is a partnership between the non-profit organization, Hebni Nutrition, and
the Sprouts Healthy Community Foundation, operating in food deserts in Central Florida.** Although the program’s
budget is not readily available, the Florida Department of Health is listed as a program partner.” Additionally, in
2021, Florida Senate Bill 2500 authorized the Department of Agriculture to partner with entities to deliver non-
Emergency Food Assistance Programs (non-TEFAP) fresh food products to food insecure residents.
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