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Most Oklahomans have never heard the term
food insecurity.

This could be because most people in Oklahoma –
84.8%, according to the USDA – have “consistent
dependable access to enough food for active healthy
living.”  In other words, they are food secure. [1]
They can afford to buy the food they need (and want). 

While people may fuss when one food item or
another goes up in price, the majority of people in
Oklahoma feel secure in their ability to feed them-
selves and their families, living as they do in one of
the best-fed nations in the world. 

Most Oklahomans take for granted this basic level
of well being, but not all do. In every community in
the state, people struggle to consistently have enough
food to feed themselves and their children. They run
out of food and money for food, they skip meals,
they cut back on servings, they feed their children
unbalanced diets, they rely on a few kinds of cheap
foods to get by.  

In 2004, about 15% (213,408) of 1.4 million
Oklahoma households were caught in this trap and
deemed “food insecure” by the USDA. The national
average was 11.9%

In 5.6% (about 79,000) of households in Oklahoma,
people went hungry and were classified as “food inse-
cure, with hunger.” The national average was 3.9%. [1]

Oklahoma had the highest rate in the nation of food
insecurity with hunger. The state’s rate of hunger

has been on the rise – up over a percentage point
since the late 1990s, while other states with similarly
poor showings have improved. [2]

Everyone suffers in food insecure households. Often
mothers go hungry in order to feed their children,
and in the worst cases, the children go hungry. In
families with the most extreme food insecurity,
adults and children both can become chronically
undernourished. [3] 

Food insecurity and hunger can reduce children’s
cognitive development and learning capacity and
impair adults’ work performance. [4] Costs, both to
individuals and communities, can be considerable. 

A Private Misery, a Public Problem 
Hunger and food insecurity are usually out of our
sight, private miseries suffered by the poor that
become public during food drives and holidays,
when Oklahomans invariably respond generously.

The poor depend on a safety net of federal and state
programs, such as food stamps, the school lunch and
breakfast programs, and the Women, Infants, and

Chapter Two: Food Insecurity

Feeling Hungry: Food Insecurity in Oklahoma 

It is a particularly cruel irony that in rural
Oklahoma, where the wheat waves, the

pecans drop and the cattle fatten in what
Woody Guthrie called “pastures of plenty,”

people are not eating well.
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Children (WIC) supplemental nutrition program,
and these have been very effective in preventing
starvation in the U.S. [3] 

Oklahoma has a high rate of participation (96.6%) in
the federal food stamp program, and was recently
recognized for its efforts for significantly improving
access to this program. [5] 

In addition to the government safety net, private
non-profit organizations like the Regional Food
Bank in Oklahoma City and the Community Food
Bank of Eastern Oklahoma together serve every
county in the state, supplying food pantries, shelters
and soup kitchens with donated food for over
100,000 people each week. [6] 

Despite these public and private efforts, in recent
years the campaign to reduce rates of food insecurity
even further has stalled, with rates going up and
down according to the health of the economy. After
the 1996 World Food Summit, the United States set
forth a national goal of cutting in half the rate of
food insecurity – from 12% to 6% – by 2010. [7]
However, in 2004, the national rate was hung at
11.9%, having gone up in the previous five years
instead of down. [1] 

The Meaning of Food Insecurity 
In Oklahoma, about half a million people are food
insecure. This data comes from an annual survey
that the USDA conducts of a nationally representa-
tive sample of 60,000 households, including 1,927 in
Oklahoma. The survey asks ten questions about
“food conditions” at the household level and among
adults in the household. If there are children present,
an additional eight questions are asked. [1] 

Food insecurity can be occasional or chronic. According
to the 2004 survey, the food insecure households at
some time during the year had difficulty providing
enough food for all their members due to a lack of
resources. 

About a third of those households were food insecure
to the extent that one or more household members
were hungry at least some time during the year
because they could not afford enough food. [1] In
Oklahoma, almost 200,000 people lived in these
“food insecure with hunger” households.

According to the USDA, “the prevalence of food
insecurity varies among households of various types.
Rates… were higher in households headed by single
women with children and in Black and Hispanic
households. Geographically, food insecurity was
more common in central cities and rural areas than
in suburbs, and in the South and the West.” 

As one would expect, food insecurity goes hand in
hand with poverty. [1] 

It shouldn’t be surprising then that Oklahoma, as
part of the South, with many rural counties and high
poverty rates, has high rates of food insecurity.

The Poor: Always with Us?
In Oklahoma over half a million people are below
the poverty line – 14.6% of the state’s population of
3.5 million. [8] This is higher than the national rate
of 12.5%. [9]

In rural Oklahoma, the average rate was 16.3%.
The dozen poorest counties in the state are rural,
with rates of poverty approaching or exceeding 20%.
[8]  (See map.)

Oklahoma has the highest rate in the

nation of food insecurity with hunger.

e

What is household food security?
Definitions from the Life Sciences Research Office [4]

Food security – Access by all people at all times to enough food for

an active, healthy life (without recourse to emergency food sources

such as food pantries and soup kitchens). Food security includes at

a minimum: 1) the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and

safe foods; 2) an assured ability to acquire acceptable foods in

socially acceptable ways.

Food insecurity – Limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally

adequate and safe foods or limited or uncertain ability to acquire

acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways. 

Hunger – The uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack of food;

the recurrent and involuntary lack of access to food.



In Oklahoma, the numbers of children in poverty are even higher: an
average of 21% statewide. In five counties – Pushmataha, McCurtain,
Seminole, Choctaw and Harmon – over 30% of the children are poor. [8] 

The Oklahoma State Board of Health has identified poverty as a “funda-
mental factor” that prevents the state from improving its health status.
In its 2006 State of the State’s Health report, the board says that “poverty
is the single best predictor of health status whether we are speaking of
countries, states, counties or zip codes. Poverty, poor health and poor
education are linked.” [10]

Another contributor to poor health among low-income Oklahomans is
obesity. 

This seems counterintuitive: how can someone be food insecure and also
overweight?

Researchers have found that the highest rates of obesity are found among
population groups with the highest poverty rates and the least education.
Poverty and food insecurity are associated with lower food expenditures,
low fruit and vegetable consumption and lower quality diets. [11] 

Researchers point to over-consumption of “energy-dense” foods (such
as snack foods, desserts, fast foods and soft drinks) which may contain
a higher proportion of refined grains, added sugars and vegetable fats.
Such foods are tasty and cheap – and fattening, if eaten too often.  [12]
(See sidebar.) 

Such foods are readily available everywhere, whereas healthier alternatives
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Obesity and Food Insecurity

According to the Center on Hunger and

Poverty and the Food Research and Action

Center, there are specific factors that

contribute to weight gain among people

who are food insecure: 

The need to maximize caloric intake – 

low-income families must stretch their food

money. Families may choose to

maximize the calories they buy (more

calories per dollar) so that family members

do not suffer hunger. 

The trade-off between food quality and

quantity – food-insecure households will

reduce food spending by changing th

quality or variety of food they eat before

they reduce the quantity of food eaten.

As a result, while families may get enough

food to avoid feeling hungry, they also may

be poorly nourished because they cannot

afford a diet that promotes health and

averts obesity.

Overeating when food is available – research

indicates that chronic ups and downs in

food availability can cause people to eat

more when food is available than the

normally would. 

Physiological changes – the body can

compensate for periodic food shortages

by becoming more efficient at storing

more calories as fat. [15]

In Oklahoma, the numbers of children in poverty

are even higher: an average of 21% statewide.

Percent of total population in poverty, 2003

Oklahoma

Less  than 10 percent

10 to 14 percent

15 to 19 percent

20 percent or more

Resource: USDA Economic Research Service
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such as fruits, vegetables and whole grains are not.
People in many rural counties in Oklahoma are find-
ing that access to healthier foods is getting more dif-
ficult as convenience stores and gas stations move in
and grocery stores move out of their communities.
(See Chapter 5.)

It is a particularly cruel irony that in rural Oklahoma,
where the wheat waves, the pecans drop and the cat-
tle fatten in what Woody Guthrie called “pastures of
plenty,” people are not eating well.

The Community Approach
Poverty and hunger are nothing new in Oklahoma.
Many Oklahomans have experienced privation or
heard stories of how their parents or grandparents
coped during the Great Depression – families living
on potatoes and biscuits (made from that all-essential
sack of flour), kids seining for fish in the creek, daddies
shooting squirrels and mamas picking lambs’ quarters
from the side of the road – working every day to scrape
together the next meal, and sometimes not making it. 

Oklahomans are justly proud of this tradition of self-
reliance. In good times and bad, farm families looked
forward to eating the fruits of their labors. They
enjoyed the green beans, tomatoes, peaches and
other fruits and vegetables picked fresh from the
field or home garden, and shared the surplus with
neighbors. Some sold to local processors or at farm
stands or in urban markets. 

This rural landscape has almost, but not completely,
vanished. And looking back, it can be easy to forget
that rural poverty fifty years ago was twice what it is
today. [13] 

Arguably much has been gained in rural Oklahoma –
but much has also been lost, including the tradition
of self-sufficiency. 

The Community Food Security Initiative, launched
by the USDA in 1999, is a different approach to
combating America’s food insecurity that draws on
this tradition of self reliance. This initiative connects
low-income people with fresh, locally grown food. 

The agency, which spends half of its budget on food
assistance programs, sees community-based initiatives
such as farmers’ markets, community gardens, com-
munity supported agriculture (CSA) and farm-to-
school programs as ways to boost the effectiveness
of its nutrition assistance and education programs
“by increasing the availability of high-quality and
affordable food in a community.” [14] 

Researchers at Rutgers University see community
food security as “a process in which community-
based programs work in tandem with a strong
Federal nutrition safety net. The goal: moving
people to self sufficiency and food security.” [14] 

In addition, these initiatives can help rejuvenate
rural economies by increasing market opportunities
for farmers. In a state where more than half of the
farms net less than $10,000 per year, such initiatives
are needed.

Oklahoma has a number of fledgling community
food projects, but many more are needed if the state
is to make progress in eliminating hunger and food
insecurity. And, with the state facing a long-term
health crisis, caused in part by what Oklahomans are
eating (and not eating), more opportunities to buy
and/or eat fresh locally-grown produce will benefit
all, regardless of income level. 

Food Insecurity: State Rankings

In 2004, with 15.2% of Oklahoma households deemed food insecure,

Oklahoma was ranked 47th among the states, with only Mississippi,

New Mexico and Texas ranked lower. Oklahoma’s rate had increased

since 1996. 

Nearby states Kansas (12.3%) and Missouri (11.3%) had fewer food

insecure people.

Best ranked states were North Dakota, New Hampshire, Delaware,

Massachusetts and Montana, all with rates less than half of

Oklahoma’s. [1] 

What is poverty?

For a family of four with two children

under 18 years: an annual income of

$19,157 or lower.



Food Insecurity

Goal: Increase food security in Oklahoma by making fresh, affordable locally-grown food
more available to low-income Oklahomans.
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• Set a state goal of cutting the incidence of food
insecurity in half and completely eliminating
hunger in Oklahoma by 2012 (five years). Make
this goal the subject of a state public health
campaign, Hunger is not OK!

• While maintaining support for public and private
food and hunger programs, redouble efforts to
move from emergency hunger and feeding
programs to hunger prevention programs.

• Connect low income people with high quality,
affordable food, including fresh, local produce,
through community based initiatives such as farm-
ers’ markets, CSA farms, farm-to-school
programs, and school and community gardens.
(See Chapter 4 for more policy suggestions.)

• Establish a statewide Community Food Security
Fund to dispense mini-grants funded from a
variety of public and private sources (on the
same model as the grants available from USDA’s
Sustainable Research and Education (SARE)
program, and the Kerr Center Producer Grants)
that would help connect low-income people with
high-quality, affordable food.

• Bring “growing power” back to Oklahoma
communities. 

• Recognize that community gardens are a tool
in the fight against hunger. 

• Increase support for existing community gardens
and expand community gardens into communities
in every county, making rural counties with the
highest poverty rates top priority. 

Public Policy Priorities:
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“C
ommunity gardening” means just what it says:
communities coming together to grow food.
That’s a core concept for community food

security, and the Oklahoma City Regional Food
Bank is putting it into practice though the city’s
community garden program.

The Food Bank took over the program’s 12 gardens
in 2001.   Since then, with help from a grant from
the Oklahoma City Community Foundation, the
Regional Food Bank of Oklahoma’s Urban Harvest
program has planted 13 new gardens, mostly in the
Oklahoma City metro area, but including three in
Norman.  

Urban Harvest provides guidelines and advice on how
to build partnerships to make a successful community
garden.  

“You can go into any neighborhood and start a
community garden, but you need the support of the
community to be successful,” says Chris Kirby, former
Urban Harvest director.  “You have to get an invest-
ment from everybody to sustain a garden.”

Guiding Hands
To persuade people to make that investment, Urban
Harvest’s current director, Bruce Edwards, gives
presentations to interested groups.  In turn, Urban
Harvest rewards those groups’ commitment to
community gardening, providing equipment, seeds,
plants, and grants.  

Oklahoma State University cooperates with the program,
providing soil testing, fact sheets on various crops,
and nutritional education.  Urban Harvest also has
a school gardening curriculum available on request.

Planting the seed is only the first step in successful
gardening.  For constant care and cultivation of the
community gardens, Urban Harvest relies on local

community members who step up and nurture the
gardens with their own energy – and character.  

For instance, at the City County community garden,
“foster grandfather” Floyd Jameson coaxes three
crops a year from an acre and a half across from
Parker Elementary school.  Jameson sees the crops
from planting right on through to harvest time,
when he welcomes the entire community to come
and pick.

Many Hands, Many Mouths
Just as a single garden contains a variety of crops,
each with its own particular preferences and require-
ments, the community gardens in the Food Bank’s
network have sprung up from a diverse collection of
locations, backgrounds, and needs.  

Neighborhood groups, schools, and churches are
some of the many entities that have started commu-
nity gardens.

One of the earliest community gardens in Oklahoma
City, at Selecman First United Methodist Church at
Independence Avenue and SW 41st, has individual
plots alongside the community ones.  Anyone can
get a plot, with the produce going to the needy in

Hands Together for
Community Food Security:
Community Gardens 

Bruce Edwards. Last year he and his crew grew sixteen different
fruits/ vegetables in the Urban Harvest Gardens and also started
vegetables from seed to transplant in Oklahoma City's comm-
munity gardens.



the congregation and the local community, including
low-income and elderly residents.  

Almost all the plants in Selecman’s garden are trans-
plants started at the Food Bank.  It is also one of the
Food Bank’s “tractor gardens,” tilled at the beginning
of each season courtesy of the Food Bank’s tractor.

Over in the Westlawn neighborhood, one of the city’s
newest community gardens serves the needs of the
residents of the Pershing Center as they transition out
of homelessness. As well as going to other members
of the local community, produce from the garden
complements Food Bank provisions to help feed the
Pershing Center’s residents.  

For those at the center who are completing drug
rehabilitation, the vitamins and nutrients in the fresh
produce are particularly important for the role they
play in the recovery process. The Food Bank supplies
seeds, plants, and the tractor for the garden, which is
helping the area come together as a neighborhood.  

Plans are in the works for fencing, and an edible-
landscape border, as well as a hoop house for season
extension.

At the Central Park Community Garden, at NW
31st and Shartel, Allan Parlier began with a front-
yard garden, and eventually got city permission to
expand to 4 additional lots for a community garden.  

Some of the lots had chlordane contamination.  After
some research, Parlier combined a bioremediation
product from an Arkansas firm with several years’ crop-
ping of barley to remove the pollutant from the soil.  

In the meantime, the gardens had drawn people out
of their houses, and the area’s crime rate had dropped.
A project intended to get people to grow more of
their own food thus ended up increasing other forms
of security as well; the gardens’ positive effects cas-

caded into greater safety and neighborliness.

In St. Louis, Missouri, as well as New York City,
studies have documented such positive impacts of
community gardens on surrounding neighborhoods.
Property values and rates of home ownership tend to
increase in areas surrounding community gardens;
those changes continue over time, and are greatest
in lower-income areas. [1]

Younger Hands
Many community garden sites serve another popula-
tion whose involvement in gardening gives a big
boost to community food security: youth.  One is
the Memorial Park Boys’ & Girls’ Club, at NW
36th and Military Avenue.  There, summertime finds
175 kids using the garden to learn about nutrition
and grow food – while having fun in the process.
The Boys’ Club is also one of the sites for a program
called Kids’ Café, an after-school program with
mentoring and nutrition education.  

There are about 20 Kids Café sites in Oklahoma.
Some, like the Memorial Park Boys’ & Girls Club,
incorporate the produce from the community garden
plots into the kids’ lessons – and also their meals.
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Kids at the Memorial Park Boys' & Girls' Club Community
Center in OKC tend a garden under the direction of A. Jaye
Johnson (back left).

One study found that community

gardeners eat more fruits and

vegetables than the national average.  





lower population density.  

Some rural community gardens play roles of
demonstration and education, some are integrated
with school educational curricula, and others are
affiliated with other community institutions, such as
churches or apartment complexes. Despite these
varied natures, all these examples illustrate the way
rural community gardens adapt to foster community
food security in their particular circumstances. [3]

Helping Hands
With all their positive contributions, community
gardens are proving their worth as a means of
rectifying the difficulties inherent in traditional
food bank approaches to food insecurity.  

Critics say food banks foster dependency among their
clients or treat symptoms rather than underlying
problems. Anti-hunger activists counter by saying
food banks meet immediate, pressing needs for
food. With its community gardening initiative, the
Oklahoma Regional Food Bank addresses these
concerns, involving people in producing fresh,
nutritious produce for their own and their neighbors’
sustenance that will, it is hoped, translate into greater
food security over the long term.

Still, questions sometimes pop up about whether
the money the Food Bank spends on community
gardens wouldn’t supply more food if it were simply
spent to buy fresh produce directly.  The answer
may well turn out to be no – and Edwards currently
has efforts underway to get a better tally of the
amount of food that the community gardens grow.

Whatever the answer, the community garden program
is not just about food.  “It’s also about relationship
building, knowledge, understanding where fruits
and vegetables come from,” Kirby says. “It goes
back to the saying of, ‘If you give a man a fish, he
eats for a day.  If you teach a man to fish, he eats for
a lifetime.’”  

In other words, community gardening is just what
its name says, and more: a key tool for increasing
community food security – and an idea that deserves
a big hand.
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Oklahoma Food Banks:
Feeding the Hungry

I
n addition to running the Urban Harvest community gardens pro-

gram, the Regional Food Bank of Oklahoma also does the jobs

that more typically come to mind when people think of food

banks.  It distributes emergency food supplies – 22.8 million pounds

in 2005 – to 53 counties in western and central Oklahoma. [1] 

The Community Food Bank of Eastern Oklahoma, in Tulsa, serves

24 counties in the eastern part of the state and distributed over 8.5

million pounds of food for the 2004 fiscal year. [2]

Both the Regional Food Bank of Oklahoma and the Community Food

Bank of Eastern Oklahoma complement these traditional services

with several other innovative programs for getting food into the

hands of those who may have difficulty getting it:

Second Helpings/Table to Table – collects extra prepared food

from food service providers and distributes it to on-site feeding

locations.

Plant a Row for the Hungry – local gardeners grow extra produce

for donation to the food bank.

Food4Kids – provides backpacks full of food for hungry school-

children to take home on weekends. 

Summer Feeding Program – offers summer meals to students who

depend on free and reduced-price lunches during the school year.

Gleaning – collects unharvested and unused food from OSU

research stations, farmers’ markets, and individual farmers and

gardeners.  Urban Harvest gathered 66,000 pounds of fresh local

nourishment in 2004, and boosted that total to 92,000 pounds

in 2005.

Despite these programs’ success, there is still a strong and growing

need for fresh, nutritious produce in the diets of lower-income

Oklahomans.




