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Background and Context: 
 
The work that this report represents was made possible by a Community Transformation Grant from the 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention through the Iowa Department of Public Health and Black 
Hawk County Board of Health. 
 
Community Food Assessment for Black Hawk County involved convening a group of stakeholders, 
gathering input, assembling county level data on social, health, environmental and economic aspects of 
food in Black Hawk County.  Such an assessment offers numerous public health benefits through: 
 

--Understanding the broader food system we are situated in 
--Improved Public Health program development and coordination 
--development of strong or new networks/coalitions 
--Increased community participation in shaping the food system 
--Greater community capacity to create positive change 
 
The Black Hawk County Board of Health reviewed well-documented data on numerous food 
system indicators for Black Hawk County such as food insecurity among children and adults, 
access to healthy foods, childhood obesity, and much more and identified areas of highest 
priority.   While not all root causes of these critical public health problems are related to our 
food system, we do know that we can create a food system in our region that serves all of us 
and can be strengthened by our collective action. This action plan addresses those high priority 
areas.  
 
Imagine a Moon colony space station where everything is shipped in because there is no air, 
water, soil to produce food.  In Black Hawk County Iowa, we are situated in a national/global 
food system offers year-round shipped-in abundance.  We know we are not on the Moon; in 
fact we are surrounded by the highest quality soils on the planet, great climate for food 
production, plenty of water and the cultural traditions of farming--and yet very little of what we 
eat comes from our region or state.  The economy of our dinner plate is disconnected from the 
livelihood of local farms, from health of our local soil and water, from local agriculture which is 
almost entirely dominated by two crops grown for distant markets. 
 
The national/global food system we are situated in, while offering abundance year-round, has 
troubling features that can not and should not be sustained: 
 
--severe soil erosion and water contamination in Iowa and across the nation (1,2,3) 
--inequality and low wages in nearly all sectors of the food system and the resulting rural 
decline (4,5,6,7) 
--major markets for agricultural products controlled by a few global corporations (8,9) 
--massive subsidies for certain cash crops but none for fruits and vegetables 
--Long-distance transport of food, loss of regional food diversity, vulnerability to supply 
disruptions 
--chronic hunger, obesity epidemic, food insecurity  
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--Agricultural pesticides, antibiotics, and contaminated foods have created public health 
hazards (10,11,12,13) 
 
Sustainable agriculture addresses these and offers robust alternatives that are based on soil & 
water conservation, economic renewal, biodiversity, and the need to value good food.   
 
Strengthening the local food economy in our region is one of many approaches to addressing 
the problems of food insecurity and access.  The idea behind this action plan is to build 
understanding and community support to change the world right here in our region, to build 
strong community relations around food to foster health and create economic opportunity. 
 

High Priority Areas: 
 

1. The need to address childhood obesity  
Fruit & veggies access and consumption 
School meals 
Farm to school programs 
 

Existing/on-going programs: 
 
-FoodCorps – Black Hawk County Extension and Outreach will host 2 FoodCorps service 
members, beginning September 1, 2014 through August 31, 2015.   These members work in 
partnership with the Waterloo community teaching kids about food and nutrition, building and 
tending school gardens, and helping source and promote local food in school cafeterias.  We 
work in partnership with the Black Hawk County Health Department, Northeast Iowa Food 
Bank, Waterloo Community Schools, Boys and Girls Club and others. 
  
-Black Hawk County Extension Program in Urban Agriculture – In June 2014, the Black Hawk 
County Extension Council, capitalizing on the community’s interest in local food production and 
growing concerns about childhood obesity and the need for healthy food options, adopted 
these urban agriculture program goals: 
  

- Provide leadership in community garden programs, environmental education and the 
local foods value chain. 

- Strengthen Master Gardeners’ educational role in the community. 
- Enhance youth programming in the county by strengthening, sustaining and expanding 

in-school and out-of-school garden/agricultural programs and support the development 
and implementation of Farm- to-School programs in Black Hawk County. 

  
- Build and enhance networks of local growers, Master Gardeners, farmer’s markets and 

small/beginning farmers and others to campus-based educational programming 



4 
 

- Create and build partnerships with local food advocates such as Northern Iowa Food 
and Farm Partnership, Northeast Iowa Food Bank and others that increase local food 
access in food deserts and promote healthy eating. 

  
This effort will be led by an urban agriculture staff at Black Hawk County Extension office. 
 

In need of development: 
 
-Roundtable of Cedar Valley school Food Service directors outlining key areas of need—
Because schools offer 1-2 meals for children, and given the high levels of poverty and food 
insecurity among children in Black Hawk County, healthy nutritious school meals (i.e. not highly 
processed, much less salt, sugar and fat, a lot more fruits & veggies, and many more meals 
made from recognizable ingredients…) can be a critical component addressing the good food 
needs of Children of Black Hawk County.  For a school district to offer such meals, there needs 
to be community support, School District support, and the eagerness of food service directors 
to innovate and assemble a process/program by which food, gardening, cooking and eating  
become a key part of the learning process at school. 
 
-A community work group focused on developing a plan to address these needs.  Black Hawk 
County is in need of a group who would convene and lead this effort.  Key questions brought 
up: 
 
Who owns this issue? 
Who are the stakeholders? 
What are the Food Bank linkages to schools? 
Who are other potential community partners? 
 

2. The need to address adult obesity 
Availability of local healthy food as choice/options 
Gardening/cooking/food preservation skills/education and engagement with food) 

 

Existing/on-going programs: 
 
-Worksite programs—A number of employers have worksite wellness programs to encourage 
healthy living, including healthier diet.  At UNI for example, there is a worksite Food Box 
program, where employees order local food products online from local/regional farms and 
there is a weekly delivery to the pick up site. 
 
-Blue Zones Project—Cedar Falls and Waterloo have been Blue Zones communities where there 
have been proactive efforts to encourage healthy living habits through system-wide change, 
such as promotion of walkable public spaces, restaurants and institutions offering healthier 
foods, and more. 
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-Leadership of grocery stores—Five HyVee stores in Black Hawk County have invested in school 
gardens, have active dietitian on staff serving clients at the stores, and have increased healthy 
options in their stores. 
 
-Cedar Valley Grows—This is a partnership of many organizations who are trying to make it 
easier for a church or a community entity start a community garden, to inspire more gardening 
and to rekindle the culture of gardening in our region.  2014 season has been the first season 
and 4 brand new community garden have been established as a result. 
 
-ISU Extension urban ag programs in Black Hawk County—Already described under priority 1. 
 
-Food & Resource Education Demonstration Program – FRED is a community engagement 
tool used to provide attendees with information and skills related to nutrition, cooking and 
preparation options, in a fun and interactive format. Participants will interact with the chefs 
and educational staff to increase individual knowledge, skills and efficacy related to nutrition 
and seasonal foods. In our pilot year our goal is to increase community focus on healthier 
economical eating options and expanding food options for low resource areas in Black Hawk 
County.  The initiative is organized by Professor Diane Depken at University of Northern Iowa. 
 

In need of development: 
 
-Double Up Food Bucks—This program began in Michigan; a pool of funds are created which 
provide incentive to those on food assistance; when they purchase locally grown fruits and 
vegetables at farmers markets, they earn dollar to dollar match to buy more vegetables up to 
$20 per farmers market visits, which doubles up the purchase of fresh fruits and vegetables, 
while supporting local agriculture.  This is certainly an initiative worth establishing in Black 
Hawk County in partnership with many funders and organizations.  
www.doubleupfoodbucks.org 
 

 

3. The need to address households in poverty/food insecurity 
& Increasing access to good food 
 

Existing/on-going Programs: 
 
-The Northeast Iowa Food Bank provides 8 programs to Northeast Iowa, of those 7 of them 
serve Black Hawk County. 

 On average, the Cedar Valley Food Pantry provides food and grocery products to up to 
1,800 households, on a monthly basis, in Black Hawk County. 

 

http://www.doubleupfoodbucks.org/
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 The Member Agency Distribution program provides food and grocery products to 
roughly 200 qualified nonprofit organizations in 16 Northeast Iowa counties. Last year, 
we distributed over 5 million pounds of product through this program.  

 

 Kids Cafe is an after-school meal program that not only provides a meal or snack for 
children, but also a safe place to go after school. Through this program, almost 40,000 
meals and snacks are served to children at five Black Hawk County locations annually.  

 

 The Elderly Nutrition Program (in collaboration with the Northeast Iowa Area Agencies 
on Aging) provides supplemental food boxes and weekend meal bags to 1,700 seniors in 
13 counties on a monthly basis.  

 

 The BackPack Program, in collaboration with schools in 13 counties, provides backpacks 
of food to children in need. Each month, backpacks are distributed to 3,500 children at 
over 100 sites. 
 

 In the Summer of 2014 the Northeast Iowa Food Bank began the Summer Feeding 
Program at Salvation Army in Waterloo and the Evansdale Boys & Girls Club Site.  In 
addition we assist by providing food to the Oelwein Summer Feeding site and are doing 
a pilot project in New Hampton the month of June. 
 

 In the Spring of 2014 the Northeast Iowa Food Bank began a collaboration with UNI’s 
Center for Energy and Environmental Education to start a Community Garden on the 
Food Bank property.  The produce grown in this garden will be used in the Food Bank’s 
programs. 

 
-Cedar Valley Grows—Already described in priority 2. 
 

In need of development: 
 
-Mobile markets/Fixed route weekly veggie truck (like ice cream truck)—Some communities 
have invested in a mobile vegetable truck showing up at designated times in neighborhoods 
where access to fruits and vegetables are limited. 
 
-Hoops for Health—In Michigan, a loan program, Hoops for Health, offers farmers a low 
interest loan to farmers who wish to expand their vegetable operations and build greenhouses 
for season extension, and a voucher system is developed where eligible low-income families 
cash in their vouchers in vegetables at certain farmers markets.   As a result, more fruits and 
veggies have been produced by local farms, and more families have access to fruits and 
vegetables; the farmers pay their loan back in vegetables.  
 
-Addressing hunger by strengthening local food logistics— A network of food banks from 
around the country are developing creative ways to address hunger in systematic ways.  As 
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Robert Ojeda of Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona puts it, “The solution for alleviating 
an ever-growing hunger problems lie not only in serving immediate needs, but in supporting 
the creation of robust and resilient local food systems.”  Gardening, gleaning, farming, and 
other strategies that create opportunities for food bank constituents to participate in.  The 
Northeast Iowa Food Bank is already involved in many of these initiatives and likely will develop 
more programs.  For example,  the Food Bank is exploring ways to partner with the correctional 
system to farm some county land where the fresh produce will serve the Food Bank, while 
providing skill building opportunities for those exiting the correctional system. 
 
-Double Up Food Bucks—Already described in Priority 2. 
 
-Farm Share sponsorship—Several farms in the Cedar Valley offer farm shares, meaning for 
seasonal fee, a box of produce will be available weekly throughout the growing season for a 
family.  Churches and other non-profits could sponsor families in need.  As a result, fresh locally 
grown fruits and vegetables are available to people in need while supporting local vegetable 
farms. 
 
-Incentives for corner stores to offer healthy foods—Some communities have devised 
economic incentives to locate small grocery stores in underserved neighborhoods, requiring X% 
of store area be devoted to fresh fruits and vegetables. 
 
-Rescuing food to serve those in need, and reducing food waste—A variety of surplus or 
unused foods are recovered and used well; there is need for a more coordinated effort to 
rescue good food, and reduce waste.  More education is needed about the Good Samaritan 
Food Donation Act, which encourages the donation of food and grocery products to non-profit 
organizations by protecting donors from liability. 
 
 

4. The need for more local fruit and vegetable production, 
more new farmers 
 

Existing/on-going Programs: 
 
-Northern Iowa Food & Farm Partnership (NIFFP)—NIFFP consist of many individuals (farmers, 
retailers, food service directors, elected officials) and organizations (ISU Extension Region 9, 
UNI Local Food Program, Northeast Iowa Food Bank, Cedar Valley Grows, …) in the Cedar 
Valley.  The mission is, to support the development of a local and regional food economy that 
positively impacts local farmers, consumers and businesses through education, collaboration, 
and economic development.  The Four working groups are actively involved on many projects: 

 Local Food Distribution (Creating infrastructure for cooperation in production, 
processing, aggregation, distribution, and business startup)—Working with institutional 
buyers, worksite food box program, technical assistance to buyers interested in local 
food purchasing 
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 Food Access—Gleaning, raising awareness among farmers on tax incentives when 
donating food to the Food Bank, developing a garden at the Food Bank 

 Producer Education—Technical assistance to producers in production, food safety, 
market development, and any other farming matters  

 Consumer Education—Annual Local Food Guide publication, clarifying and raising 
awareness about the importance of locally grown food, annual Farm Crawl, and many 
other education events 

 

In need of development: 
 
-Creating opportunities for new farmers, more fruit and vegetable production to meet local 
needs—A  group of community leaders are exploring this possibility through possibility of 
identifying vacant County own land that could be made available to aspiring farmers, new 
immigrants interested farming; the group is also exploring farm incubator facilities and 
technical services as a way of jump-starting farm enterprises.  There is a need to involve 
Hawkeye Community College/Vocational Ag teachers/FFA chapters in this process. 
 
-Hoops for Health—Already described in priority 3. 
 
-Farm share sponsorship—Already described in priority 3. 
 

Possible Next Steps: 
 One of the main outcomes of this community food assessment for Black Hawk County 

has been the collaboration of a committed group of entities to come together and 
consider these possibilities and our willingness to address some of the above needs. 
 

 Given current, on-going work and collective resources of our region, which of the above 
areas do we wish to take on?  What level of specificity in terms of goals and measures of 
success do we want to get into at this point?  The group felt that we needed a facilitated 
discussion on the above identified priorities to discern how best to proceed and which 
other entities need to be involved so that there is broader ownership of these critical 
issues.  Dan Nickey of Iowa Waste Reduction Center agreed to look into the possibility of 
a facilitated discussion towards the next action steps. 
 

 This document, after the approval of the Black Hawk County Board of Health needs to 
be shared with many entities and general public so as to make community food 
priorities very clear, and  involve many others to develop support for implementation. 
 

 
 
 



9 
 

Literature Cited: 
 
 

1. Cox, Craig, A. Hug, and N. Bruzelius. 2011. Losing Ground.  Environmental Working 
Group.  http://www.ewg.org/losingground/report.1.html 

2. http://www.motherjones.com/tom-philpott/2013/08/gulf-of-mexico-dead-zone-growth 
3. Pesticide Trends in Iowa’s Surface and Groundwater, 1980-1995.Iowa Geological & 

Water Survey. Iowa DNR. 
4. Lobao, Linda. 1990.  Locality and Inequality: Farm and Industry Structure & 

Socioeconomic Conditions. SUNY Press. 
5. McMillan, Tracie.2012. The American Way of Eating: Undercover at Walmart, 

Applebee’s farm fields and the dinner table. Scribner. 
6. Social and Economic Equity in the U.S. Food and Agriculture Systems. 2012. Rockefeller 

Foundation Report. 
7. Migrant farm Workers face issues in Iowa: Housing conditions, incomplete pay stubs 

result in lawsuits.  January 1, 2014.  Waterloo/Cedar Falls Courier.  www.wcfcourier.com 
8. Hendrickson, M., and Heffernan, W. 2007. Concentration of agricultural Markets.  

University of Missouri, Columbia. 
9. Harkin, T. 2004. Economic Concentration and Structural Change in the Food and 

Agriculture Sector: Trends, Consequences and Policy Option. Committee on Agriculture, 
Nutrition and Forestry. 

10. Layton, L. “Salmonella was often found at the Iowa egg farm.” September 14, 2010. The 
Washington Post. 

11. www.public-health.uiowa.edu/ehsrc/CAFOstudy.htm  This is a report by ISU and U. of 
Iowa. 

12. Pesticide Trends in Iowa’s Surface and Groundwater, 1980-1995.Iowa Geological & 
Water Survey. Iowa DNR. 

13. Willis, A., B. Evenoff, M. Lian, S. Criswell, and B. Racette. 2010. Geographic and Ethnic 
Variation in Parkinson Disease: A Population-Based Study of US Medicare Beneficiaries. 
Neuroepidemiology. 2010 April; 34(3): 143–151.  

 

http://www.ewg.org/losingground/report.1.html
http://www.motherjones.com/tom-philpott/2013/08/gulf-of-mexico-dead-zone-growth
http://www.wcfcourier.com/
http://www.public-health.uiowa.edu/ehsrc/CAFOstudy.htm

