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Overview 

Access to healthy, affordable food is a concern for many families in Skagit County. The Skagit Food for 

Skagit People USDA/NIFA Community Food Planning Grant is designed to bring together a broad range of 

local food system stakeholders to explore these concerns and develop a comprehensive response to food 

access, farm and nutri on issues in Skagit County. These issues o en affect low income community 

members, so to be er understand food access experience from this group of consumers, six listening 

sessions were conducted at mes and loca ons that would maximize poten al a endance.  The steering 

commi ee convened to guide the planning process included representa on from low income households 

and different sectors of the local food system.  This report describes the ac vi es at the first Stakeholder 

mee ng. A second Stakeholder mee ng will be held on June 23, 2015 to con nue the conversa on and 

planning process. To register go to h ps://www.eventbrite.com/e/skagit‐food‐for‐skagit‐people‐

stakeholder‐mee ng‐2‐ ckets‐17036387293. 

 

Stakeholder Work Session 

A stakeholder work session convened on April 21, 2015 to present findings from listening sessions, share 

current data on food insecurity and health status, and establish a forum to exchange informa on and 

ideas among par cipants. The mee ng was announced in local newspapers, posted on social media and 

email distribu on lists. Thirty‐three par cipants represen ng local residents, businesses, non‐profits, 

farmers, government, and social service agencies a ended.   

The opening ac vity provided an opportunity for a endees to consider individual food histories by lis ng 

food related events on a me line categorized into “personal”, “local” and “global” events. Every a endee 

had a story to tell about rela onships with food, recalled specific mes or events that impacted the food 

system on a local, regional or global scale.  

The keynote speaker, Kathy McCabe from the Good Cheer 

Food Bank on South Whidbey shared the inspiring story of 

developing a shopping experience that provides dignity and 

respect for those accessing the food bank. Good Cheer 

Food Bank is funded from proceeds of a thri  store and has 

over 300 volunteers. An onsite garden provides addi onal 

produce for distribu on. Using retail grocery store design, 

Good Cheer is open 6 days a week.  Shoppers are allo ed 

points to use as currency, with healthier foods requiring 

fewer points to purchase.   

Skagit Food for Skagit People Stakeholder Meeting 

Tuesday April 21, 2015        
Skagit Valley College Cardinal Cafe 
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Understanding the Problem: Food Security, Food Insecurity, Low Food Security 

Under USDA‐ERS, 2015 Food security is defined as access by 

all people, at all mes, to enough food for an ac ve, healthy 

life.  Food insecurity and Low food security are dis nguished 

in USDA‐ERS 2014. Food insecurity occurs when consistent 

access to adequate food is limited by a lack of money and 

other resources at mes during the year.  Food insecurity is 

a household situa on characterized by anxiety over food 

sufficiency or shortage of food in the house. As the severity 

of food insecurity advances to low food security, 

households report reduced quality, variety, or desirability of diet.  Very low food security is characterized 

by disrupted ea ng pa erns and reduced food intake.   

Food insecurity goes hand in hand with poverty.  Persons most impacted by food insecurity are single 

parents with children and persons of color.  Both urban and rural communi es experience the same rate 

of food insecurity.  Local food insecurity data details are below: 

In Skagit County 1 in 9 households experience food insecurity (BRFSS, 2007) 

In Skagit County 1 in 4 children live in food insecure households. (Map the Meal, 2012) 

In Skagit County 25% of all households have low access to healthy, affordable food. 

    6% of all households with children have low food access  

    5% of all households with seniors have low food access 

 

In Western Washington, there has been an 11% increase in the number of seniors relying on the 

Food Bank for food between 2013 and 2014. 

In Skagit County, Washington State SNAP benefits (Food Stamps) are exhausted by the 4th week 

of the month. 

The average SNAP benefit is $225/month.  In January 2015 11,303 households represen ng  

12,143 adults and 8,248 children received SNAP (Food Stamp) Benefits. 

“I’ve got $40 left. It’s the 

16th. I have a 16‐year‐old 

boy. Tell me, how do I 

spend the $40?” 
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Groups, Information Exchange 
and Potential for 

Cooperative Action  

Listening sessions were designed around 

exis ng groups defined by loca on/

membership so it may easier to engage 

par cipants in follow up coopera ve 

ac ons.   

At each of the listening sessions 

par cipants exchanged strategies and 

resources they use to improve their access 

food, if only by a li le. 

 Concrete – online food shopping with 

home delivery 

 Mount Vernon Goodwill – gardening 

opportunity, Farmer Market double‐up 

bucks 

 East Mount Vernon – Gleaning 

 Mount Vernon Skagit Valley College – 

Azure Foods and Food Bank 

 Mount Vernon WIC — Community 

Gardens, new store (Bargains Galore) 

 Lyman— new shopping opportunity  

and produce best‐buys (Cash and 

Carry) 

 

Listening Sessions Summary 

Six listening sessions were conducted throughout Skagit County – Concrete, Lyman, and 4 loca ons in 

Mount Vernon.  The mee ngs were a ended by a total of 54 individuals.  Demographic informa on is 

listed in suppor ng documents.  Responses to food security ques ons indicated that: 

21% of par cipants had gone hungry because they were not able to get enough to eat, 

36.5% had skipped or cut back on the size of meals because there wasn’t enough money for food, 

75% used food assistance. 

Listening sessions followed apprecia ve inquiry ques ons to be er understand what currently works for 

families in accessing healthy food and to envision a future food system in which healthy food is accessible 

and preferred.  Findings and observa ons provided from the listening sessions were coded and grouped 

according to similar themes.  A “Mind Map” was developed to illustrate the responses (appendix A‐C). 

“That’s one of the reasons I don’t 

eat as healthy as I would like to. I 

prefer fruits and veggies over meat 

and all that stuff, but not really 

knowing how to prepare those things 

or not having access to it.” 
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Listening Session Demographics Survey Highlights 
 

 

	 54	PARTICIPANTS 

Age 24‐74 years 

  

Gender 48 female 

6 male 

  

Race	and	ethnicity 67% White/Caucasian 

30% Hispanic 

2% Asian 

  

Education Less than high school – 21% 

High school or GED – 31% 

Voca onal school – 2% 

Some College – 33% 

2‐year degree – 8% 

4‐year degree – 6% 

  

Food	security 72% used food assistance in previous 12 months 

35% skipped or cut back on meal because there was no money for food 

22% went hungry because there was no money for food 

  

Food	obtained	from 89% grocery store 

44% food bank 

33% farmers market 

28% garden 

  

Transportation 43% had trouble ge ng food because of transporta on problems 

Most frequent transporta on problems: 

48% didn’t have money for gas 

30% didn’t have money for needed car repair 

26% said food was too far away to walk to 

26% didn’t have car insurance 
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Several themes emerged from what is working and barriers to food access:   

Transporta on ‐ Local bus services are viewed as a barrier by rural and city consumers.  

 Limited, infrequent rural routes, transfers for short, city routes  that create long travel mes, and 

carry‐on bag restric ons (no more than 3) make purchase of food quan es difficult. Families living in 

Concrete (East County) have gas expense for the 60 mile round trip to Mount Vernon (the 

Valley).  Small markets in communi es were described as expensive, have poor quality fresh produce, 

and limited availability of preferred foods. Residents reported ride sharing, and purchasing items for 

neighbors when traveling to food banks, or shopping out of the area. Online shopping was cited as a 

strategy to purchase food items for home delivery, however this is not an op on for SNAP purchases. 

Cost of Food ‐ Food costs were described as expensive, 

when considering total household budgets and current 

wages. Food assistance benefits do not meet 

nutri onal needs of households, par cularly those 

associated with diet restric ons such as diabetes and 

other medical condi ons that increase food costs. The 

use of double‐up bucks at farmer markets made a 

difference in the amount and type of produce families 

purchased.  Family shopping strategies were 

described, with ways to save money or get the most 

from their food dollar such as bulk buying, shopping 

for sales and using coupons. 

Limited Availability ‐ Food Banks offer fresh produce and 

other food items, however, concerns of long waits, pre

‐boxed food, limited choices, and the available 

produce that had exceeded usability were described in 

listening sessions.  Limited hours for both food bank 

and farmers markets also limited availability.  The idea 

of a food bank with a retail market model offering 

addi onal hours, with opportunity for consumers to  

”shop” for items of their choice was appealing. 

Gardens ‐ Both community and home gardens sparked 

interest. Some individuals have limited space to 

garden due to residing in an apartment building.  Food 

grown in gardens were perceived as fresher, less 

expensive, and could be traded with neighbors and 

friends.  Skagit is an agricultural area with farms close 

by.  Some individuals reported bringing home berries 

a er their work day. 

“The stuff that’s horrible for 

you, you know the Top 

Ramen, that’s the cheap 

stuff. They make that super 

easy to get. And I can’t blame 

somebody else for me being 

chubby, but when those 

things are the things that are 

the cheapest and the things 

you can afford at the time, 

then of course, those are the 

things you have to go after 

sometimes. It’s not that 

those are the things I want, 

it’s just that that’s the easy 

access. I’ve never understood 

why they don’t make the 

healthy stuff the cheaper 

stuff. It’s like they                

want us to be fat.” 
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Visions of Future Food Access. 

Par cipants in the sessions were asked 

describe characteris cs of a local food 

secure system.  Seven themes emerged 

from this discussion: 

 Interdependency ‐ Shared or coopera ve 

buying, garden produce exchanges, cooking 

and food processing/preserva on classes that 

teach how to use fresh food, shared childcare 

to allow families to garden and volunteer at 

food banks. 

 Accessible Food Banks ‐ Systems that offer 

more food choices, are open more hours, and 

fewer wai ng lines. 

 Access to Gardens ‐ Edible landscape on 

municipal proper es, incubator garden/

homestead, gardening and food educa on, 

free or low rent garden space close to 

residents. 

 Affordable Food Costs ‐ A food systems in 

which healthy food and organic foods are 

less expensive and wages are adequate to 

support healthy food in household budgets. 

 Move People to Food ‐ Transporta on to 

grocery stores that is frequent, mely, and 

an increased carry ‐ on bag allowance. 

 Move Food to People ‐ Mobile farmers 

markets, swap or trade opportuni es for 

home gardeners, central delivery sites for 

home bound residents, free grocery store delivery that would accept SNAP. 

 Closing the Waste Loop ‐  Improve collec on and use  of food waste, decrease packaging of food, a  new, 

inclusive gleaning system, decrease  me food spends in the distribu on chain. 

“If [my mother] had a van pool to pick 

them up to take them to a grocery store, 

that would give her more options.” 
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Stakeholders Identify Interests and 
Break into Working Groups 

 

Stakeholders in a endance at the April 21st 

mee ng were asked to consider the informa on 

presented.  Using themes of the “Visions of Future 

Food Access” iden fied in the Listening Sessions, 

par cipants were asked to select a theme they 

were interested in working on.  Here are List of 

Themes and Ranking of Interest: 

Interdependency, Jus ce & Equality  ‐ 21 votes 

Move Food to People – 14 votes 

Access to Gardens –14 votes  

Accessible Food Banks ‐ 9 

Close the Food Waste Loop – 5 votes 

Move People to Food – 1 votes  

 

Stakeholder Reflec ons and Ideas Generated in 

Group Discussion  

Par cipants selec ng the same theme formed the 

work group for a specific topic.  Group discussions 

based on shared interests were dynamic and 

organic.  Notes recorded can be divided into six 

major categories of discussion: 

 

 Collabora ve Possibili es 

 Close the Food Waste Loop 

 Lower Food Cost 

 Accessible Food Banks 

 Addressing Low Wages 

 Who else to involve in this work? 

 

Common Ques ons all groups were asked to 

consider were: 

 Who else should be invited/involved in this 

work? 

 What informa on is needed? 

 What are the collabora ve possibili es? 

 What are the unresolved Ques ons? 

 

Collabora ve Possibili es 

 Churches‐Vans 

 Boys & Girls Club 

 Kiwanis 

 Chamber of Commerce 

 Skagit Farmers Co‐op – County buildings, 

delivery, center farm hub 

 Viva Farms 

 Assisted living – senior apartments 

 Craig’s List – what is actually available? 

 Non‐Skagit delivery – prefer truck – NABC 

 Bode Mobile Model – order & make requests 

“Teaching people what to do with 

the vegetables… Tell them how to 

make it. So maybe more cooking 

classes. ‘This is what you can do 

with your garden stuff, and this 

meal will cost you 54 cents per 

person’.” 
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Stakeholder Reflection and 
Ideas Generated in Group Discussions 

Accessible Food Banks  

 Can’t go to more than 1 food bank – develop 

system to promote equitable shopping  

 Close food waste loop / Food bank associa on 

 Poli cian visits once a quarter 

 Fund raising 

“Lowering the price of food would help us 

immensely. We get paid the same, but the 

food prices continue to rise.” 

Addressing Low Wages 

 What is an Individual bringing to the table? 
Emphasis on performance and educa on. 

 Provide incen ves. Need more knowledge jobs. 

 Invest in Equity 

 General rising cost of living without similar rise in 
wages 

 Real issue inequality/greediness – example of clam 
diggers who are disrespected when denied 
bathroom breaks and receive li le pay 

 Corpora ons need to be responsible to community 
and stakeholder (workers) not just stockholders 
(investors). 

Who else to involve in this work? 
 Farm incubator, coordinator for Viva Farms 

 Farmworkers 

 Food Jus ce organiza ons 

 Ci zen United organiza ons 

 Transi on Fidalgo me bank experts 

 Local food to school cafeteria people 

 Labor union leadership 

 Corporate law and social jus ce ac vists 

 Local slow money movement – Angel Capital, LION 

Close the Food Waste Loop  

 Sell food items at discounted prices when 

they are near their expira on date 

 Alert system for available restaurant 

discards food  

 Remove liability – waiver from person 

receiving food products 

 Create compost from product waste 

 Promote gleaning 

 Teach how to maximize fresh food eg: 

Using not only beets but also beet greens 

 Teach what quan es to buy before fresh 

food will spoil 

Lower Food Cost   

 Bulk buying 

 Improve inefficiency in the system 

 Address transporta on costs 

 Link resources together 

 Community Food Hub Kit 

 U lize prac cality to source abun‐

dance from places where it exists 

 Co‐ordinate trucking/purchasing 

 Mini‐food Hub & sub‐distribu on/

processing kit 
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Organizations Represented at the Stakeholder Meeting: April 21, 2015 

Organization Represented 
Northwest Ag Business Center 

United General District 304 

SFSP Planning Committee 

Dandelion.Systems 

Chuckanut Transition 

Well Fed Farms 

Nutrition First Washington 

Congressional Outreach Coordinator- Congresswoman Suzan DelBene 

Community Action of Skagit County 

WSU Extension Skagit County 

WIC Program 

SCLT 

WA Department of Social & Health Services 

Salmonberry Community Land Trust 

WA Department of Social & Health Services 

La Conner Sunrise Food Bank 

Lyman Food Bank 

Bow Little Market/Labor Dem work group/Chuckanut Transition 

Good Cheer Food Bank & Thrift Stores 

Cascadian Farm 

Finney Farms 

North Coast Credit Union 

Medical Information Network - N Sound 

Bow Little Market/Chuckanut Transition 

Community Action of Skagit County 

Samish Island Acres Community Garden 

Concrete/Marblemount Farmers Market 

Friendship House 

Non-Profit grant writer 
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Appendix: A   Food Access Mind Maps—Barriers 
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Appendix: B   Food Access Mind Maps—What’s Working 
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Appendix: C   Food Access Mind Maps—Visioning Our Future 



 

 

• Community Action 
Agencies started 

• Shortages of sugar, 
coffee, parents hoarding 
short supply items

• Children allowed to 
work on farms (berries, 
etc.)

• WIC Programs started

1970 
and 
prior

• Weather impact on 
citrus

• Cheaper to buy food 
than grow

• Farmland program-
county buys 
development rights 

• Agriculture tourism 
begins (identity as 
agriculture area)

• Canneries closed 

• Pea viners were on 
the roads

1980's

• Peas replaced with 
berries and other crops

• Walmart opens

• Skagit Processors closed 

• Schools phasing out 
scratch cooking/kitchens

• Seasoned farm labor 
force

1990's

• 2013: Concrete farm to school program 
begins

• Marblemount farmers market began

• 2011: Distribution Center opens

• 2010: 8 farmers markets in WA get 
technology to accept EBT/Credit/Debit

• Statewide effort by WSFFN to encourage 
schools to buy local produce

• 2009: Started Lyman Food Bank

• 2008: Local farms/healthy kids 
legislature passed

• 20 farmers markets in WA get tech to 
accept EBT/Credit/Debit

• 2006: WIC FNMP distributed at MV 
farmers market  

• First food stamp at farmers market using 
tech: MV

• 2006: Lincoln School garden started 
cooking classes after school

•Skagit Valley Farmers Market developed 
coalition/double up bucks program

•Started distributing seeds/plants at food 
banks 

•Transition movement recognizes that 
communities need to address climate 
change, rising costs of fossil fuels, 
degrading of our economy by creating 
resilience-local economy, knowing your 
neighbor, using less, growing more

• Permanent farm labor force

2000-
present

Food System Timeline: Local Perspective 



 

     

• First Earth Day, 1970

• Growing awareness of 
fitness and fragility of the 
planets resources

•WIC and Food Stamp

• Community Action 
Agencies

• Dust bowl 

• Agriculture

• Industrial fertilizer 

1970 
and 

prior

•Dietary Guidelines 
initially introduced 

•Sally Struthers…

•Declining wages

•Chernobyl

•Desertification of 
Africa accelerates; 
famine in Ethiopia 

•Forestry Eb. 
Awareness of 
chemical issues

1980

• Awareness of Walmarts 
management goals to get rid 
of small businesses

• Cuban crisis-Russian 
activities caused huge energy 
shortage

• Corporations taking over 
agriculture and seeds

• (1996) GMO introduced and 
more fossil fuel used and less 
local food

• Ogalahla water reservoir in 
Mid-West predicted to go dry 
in 30 years

1990

• (2015) Mt. Baker has smallest 
snow pack on record and look 
at all other mountain tops

• (2015) Sardine population 
down by 40%

• (2013) Sea ice melts by 
unpredicted 20%

• Lots of awareness of how they 
do things in Europe: Italy 
doesn’t allow GMO products 
Peanut contamination - design 
system used by many contract 
food manufactures 

• Ethanol farms 

• “Super weeds”

• Bees: Colony collapse disorder 

• Consumer preferences drive 
“less processed products”

• Climate change

• “Round-up ready”

• “Local food” awareness 

• More food consumed at 
restaurants than at home 

• Learned about the impact on 
oil industry on agriculture 

• GMO issues- USA behind the 
rest of the world

2000-
present

Food System Timeline: Global Happenings 



 

 

•Picked local berries as a child

•Grew and canned 

•Worked in canneries

•Worked out in field as a child

•Hungry-ate dog food (but not the dogs 
food)

•Lifelong gardener, canner 

•Raised on dairy farm/ parents and 
grandparents gardened and preserved 
food

•Eating different foods because of college 
and how that affected me negatively-
recognizing importance of real food

•Picked strawberries to buy school clothes

•Started farming organically 

•My mother began ranting about 
indigestible fat and chemicals in processed 
food “that wouldn’t keep a lab rat alive”

1970 and 
prior

• Saw workers losing wages 
and respect

• Had a hard time affording 
food as a low income family-
WIC participant

• Started working at DSHS-
more aware of food assist 
and poverty

• Worked picking berries and 
in spinach fields for summer 
job 

• Started fruit garden in 
backyard

• Childhood garden

• Realized we spend most of 
our time working/workers 
deserve respect, good wages 
and benefits

• In Europe seeing more local 
and seasonal  food habits

• Became aware of the 
organic food movement and 
met mentors

• Rationed family food, 
gleaned food and did lots of 
canning

• Started volunteering at food 
banks and soup kitchens

• Purchasing local foods 

•Teaching food systems and 
cooking

• My grandmother almost 
died because of no access to 
food

1980

• Better able to afford food 
but not healthy

• Mother-in-law sparked my 
interest in gardening

• Realized people choose 
between eating and buying 
medication, having heat….

• Joined Community Action 
board

• Teaching food and 
sustainability 

• Learned how to really cook

• Grow our own food

• WIC package for my family 
and kids

• Planted first real garden

• Owned and operated a 
home and garden center 
where we sold seeds, plants 
and garden supplies

• Raising child. See other kids 
with Attention Deficit 
Disorder and other issues 

1990

• Garden at my kids daycare

• Help start Bow Little market

• Crash/started caregiving facility 

• Ran garden club at Lincoln 
School/ran cooking club at Lincoln 
School 

• Started my Forest Garden

• Started working on food access 
issues

• Garden grow heritage poultry and 
beef, sustainable advocate 

• Started food not bombs in 
Bellingham 

• Started farming in Skagit 

• Started bee keeping

• Still at DSHS - lots of improvement 
over the years

• Began gardening

• Health issues-food related

• Teaching my boys to garden and got 
chickens

• Love gardening-interested in 
nutrition

• Started gardening at my home with 
my kids

• Went to work for Good Cheer Food 
Bank

• Began working in community 
feeding 

• Started farming 

2000-
present

Food System Timeline: Personal Experiences 
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This report was prepared by Diane Smith. Edited and reviewed by Jill Weber,  

Sarai Stevens, Erica Lamson and Rita Ordonez 

May 30, 2015 

 

The Skagit Food for Skagit People is funded in part by the  

USDA NIFA Grant Number: 2014‐33800‐22341. 
 

Stay connected with the Skagit Food for Skagit People project by following us on 
Facebook at:  

h ps://www.facebook.com/pages/Skagit‐Food‐for‐Skagit‐
People/1585620054993936?ref=bookmarks 

  

or WSU Extension Skagit County Website at: 

h p://ext100.wsu.edu/skagit/fam/skagit‐food‐for‐skagit‐people/ 

Extension programs and policies are consistent with federal and state laws and regula ons on 

nondiscrimina on regarding race, sex, religion, age, color, creed, na onal or ethnic origin; 

physical, mental, or sensory disability; marital status, sexual orienta on, or status as a 

Vietnam‐era or disabled veteran. Evidence of noncompliance may be reported through your 

local Extension office.  
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