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Central Texas is one of the fastest growing 
regions in the naƟ on.  As the populaƟ on 
conƟ nues to grow, so too does the rate of 

food insecurity.  The rising cost of living in the AusƟ n-
Round Rock area is forcing some residents to choose 
between purchasing food for their family or paying 
the rent.  Increased development beyond the city 
limits is consuming valuable farmland, hindering the 
capacity of area farmers to meet the food needs of the 
community.  The Central Texas Foodshed Assessment 
uƟ lized a mixture of parƟ cipatory research techniques 
to conduct an examinaƟ on of the producƟ on capacity 
and the provision of healthy food to meet the dietary 
needs of low-income residents.  This study relied on 
best pracƟ ces from previous assessments in order to 
facilitate meaningful interacƟ ons with community 
members and stakeholders.  

This study focused on the state of agriculture for 
small to medium-sized farmers in Bastrop, Caldwell, 
Hays, Travis, and Williamson counƟ es whose primary 
customer base is the AusƟ n metropolitan area.  These 
farmers rely on urban markets for the distribuƟ on 
and sale of their products creaƟ ng a unique and 
precarious relaƟ onship between the urban landscape 
and surrounding rural communiƟ es.  While the 
region boasts a burgeoning support network for local 
food, agriculture in this area suff ers from a naƟ onal 
obsession with cheap food, and detrimental regional 
climate paƩ erns.  Overcoming these barriers means 
exploring opƟ ons for a ‘buy local’ campaign and water 
conservaƟ on districts for agriculture.

While local food is not priority for low-income 
residents in AusƟ n - the main market for area farms 
- when buying groceries, access to healthy, quality 
food is important.  The desire for quality food drives 
families to shop outside of their neighborhoods, at 
stores with a wider selecƟ on, beƩ er produce, and 
cleaner faciliƟ es. The cost of food though drives most 
of the shopping decisions at the store therefore, 
families seek ways to increase their consumpƟ on of 
healthy foods: coupons, price comparison, shopping in 
season, and eaƟ ng at home.  Improved store quality 
in low-income neighborhoods, access to and educaƟ on 
about alternaƟ ve markets for healthy produce, and the 
availability of a diverse variety of ingredients at all food 
retail environments would help to meet the dietary 
needs of residents in AusƟ n.

Food producƟ on and food access are key components 
of a food system.  The interacƟ ons with producers and 
consumers for this assessment helped to generate 
innovaƟ ve ideas for strengthening the local food 
system, improving the state of agriculture for local 
farmers, and improving food equity in Central Texas.
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The Sustainable Food Policy Board is a 13 member 
advisory body to the AusƟ n City Council and the 
Travis County Commissioners’ Court concerning 

the need to improve the availability of safe, nutriƟ ous, 
locally, and sustainably-grown food at reasonable 
prices for all residents, parƟ cularly those in need, by 
coordinaƟ ng the relevant acƟ viƟ es of city government, 
as well as non-profi t organizaƟ ons, and food and 
farming businesses.  The Board was approved in 2008 
at the behest of City Council members Mike MarƟ nez, 
Lee Leffi  ngwell and Laura Morrison, as well as Travis 
County Commissioners Sarah Eckhardt and Ron Davis 
with prompƟ ng from Sustainable Food Center and 
Edible AusƟ n.

Board Charges:
1. Monitor the availability, price and quality of food 

throughout the AusƟ n and Travis County area; 
2. Collect data on the food security and the 

nutriƟ onal status of city residents;
3. Inform city and county policy makers, 

administrators, and the public at large about 
the status of the region’s food system and food 
security;

4. Monitor and analyze the administraƟ on of city 
and county food and nutriƟ on programs;

5. Explore new means for the city and county to 
improve the local food economy, the availability, 
sustainability, accessibility, and quality of food 
and our environment, and assist city and county 
departments in the coordinaƟ on of their eff orts;

6. Review availability and recommend measures  to 
promote the preservaƟ on of agricultural land in 
the City of AusƟ n and Travis County;

7. Recommend to the city and county adopƟ on of 
measures that will improve exisƟ ng local food 
producƟ on and add new programs, incenƟ ves, 
projects, regulaƟ ons, or services.
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The Central Texas Foodshed Assessment will 
provide a comprehensive examinaƟ on of the 
producƟ on capacity, distribuƟ on infrastructure, 

and availability of healthy food in Travis, Williams, 
Bastrop, Hays and Caldwell counƟ es.  The basis of 
this project is conversaƟ ons with fruit, vegetable and 
livestock farmers about the state of agriculture and 
opportuniƟ es for local growers in the region; and 
conversaƟ ons with residents of underserved areas about 
barriers in access to healthy food.  RecommendaƟ ons 
on how to build a just and sustainable local food 
system are based on these conversaƟ ons.  The Central 
Texas Foodshed Assessment is supported by the USDA 
Community Food Projects, BlueCross BlueShield of 
Texas, the SƟ llwater FoundaƟ on and Sustainable Food 
Center.

Project Goals:
1. Appropriately address dispariƟ es in access to 

culturally appropriate, healthy food.
2. Create opportuniƟ es for regional farmers and 

food entrepreneurs which also increase food 
equity within our regional food system.

3. EsƟ mate the capacity of the region to meet the 
food needs of its inhabitants.

4. Foster new connecƟ ons between food-focused 
organizaƟ ons to ensure that our local food 
system is holisƟ c and eff ecƟ ve.

5. Ensure the implementaƟ on of meaningful, 
comprehensive policies to support a healthy, 
viable, and sustainable Central Texas foodshed.
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In 1995, Sustainable Food Center published an 
infl uenƟ al report, Access Denied, that exposed 
inequaliƟ es in access, availability and the quality of 

food for residents of east AusƟ n.  The report focused 
on the area between Manor Rd., the Colorado River, 
IH-35, and Airport Blvd.  At the Ɵ me, this area was 
home to a high concentraƟ on of low-income and 
Hispanic residents.  Findings from the report are based 
on interviews with residents, surveys of area grocery 
and convenience stores, and an analysis of available 
food resources.   The report concluded that “the food 
system of East AusƟ n refl ects the characterisƟ cs of a 
community in which access to nutriƟ ous, aff ordable 
food is diffi  cult for many residents (Sustainable Food 
Center, 1995).” From these fi ndings arose a bus route 
connecƟ ng residents to nearby grocery stores, and 
increased interest in alternaƟ ve food programs, like 
farmers’ markets and community gardens.  The Central 
Texas Foodshed Assessment builds on this report 
to provide updated and enhanced informaƟ on on 
dispariƟ es in food access in AusƟ n.  

The Central Texas Foodshed Assessment evaluates the 
capacity of the Central Texas region to meet the food 
needs -- access to aff ordable, culturally-appropriate, 
quality, healthy foods -- of its inhabitants.  This 
evaluaƟ on is based on an examinaƟ on of two criƟ cal 
elements of the local food system: producƟ on and 
consumpƟ on.  This study aims to beƩ er understand 
the producƟ on capacity of farms located within a fi ve 
county region surrounding the state capital of AusƟ n.  
AddiƟ onally, it aims to idenƟ fy barriers that inhibit 

access by residents of the capital city -- home to the 
largest populaƟ on in the region -- to healthy foods.  By 
focusing on these two ends of the food system, this 
study hopes to begin to fi ll in holes in the local food 
system.

Food Access
Texas is one of the top three states, behind 
Mississippi and Arkansas, with a rate of food 

insecurity higher than the naƟ onal rate.  From 2007-
2009, 17.4% of residents in Texas suff ered from low or 
very low food insecurity, compared to 14.7% naƟ onally 
(USDA).  Food assistance receives the second most 
requests from clients calling Texas 2-1-1, the free, state 
resource assistance hotline.  The price tag for food 
insecurity in Texas is esƟ mated to be over $9 billion 
a year, due largely to treatment of preventable diet-
related illnesses and lowered employee producƟ vity 
(Hagert, 2007).  

Central Texas is no excepƟ on. According to a report 
by Feeding America and the Capital Area Food Bank 
(CAFB), between 200,900 to 368,800 people seek food 
from the CAFB annually.  On a weekly basis, the CAFB 
and its 350 partner agencies provide food to between 
41,000 to 54,900 people in 21 counƟ es (Mabli, 2010).  
Of those households receiving services from CAFB, only 
24.5% are employed, 78.3% have incomes below 130% 
of the federal poverty level, 80% are food insecure, and 
only 26% receive Supplemental NutriƟ on Assistance 
Program (SNAP) benefi ts (Mabli, 2010).  

In Travis County, requests for food assistance are rising. 
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Calls to 2-1-1 for food assistance increased by 8% in 
2009 (Travis County, 2011).  According to Travis County 
Health and Human Services, since 2007 enrollment in 
SNAP has steadily increased.  At the end of 2010, 11% 
of Travis County residents were enrolled in SNAP (Travis 
County, 2011). This number could be higher.  Over 
half (53%) of Travis County residents eligible for SNAP 
do not taking advantage of the benefi ts (Texas Food 
Bank Network, 2009).  Of those residents who receive 
services from the CAFB and are eligible for SNAP but 
are not enrolled, 44% have low food insecurity and 
43.2% have very low food insecurity (Mabli, 2010). 

Under-enrollment is causing a loss of over $157 million 
in revenue in SNAP benefi ts and over $281 million 
in economic acƟ vity for the state (Texas Food Bank 
Network, 2009).

The steady increase in requests for food assistance 
indicates that families in Travis County are trying 
to stave off  food insecurity because of changing 
demands on household incomes. The rise in demand 
for government assistance is likely aƩ ributable to 
economic pressures. In 2008, the consumer price index 
for food increased by 6.4% over the previous year, with 
minimal change in 2009 and 2010 (Leibtag, 2011).  The 
USDA predicts that the cost of food will increase by 
another 3-4% in 2011 (Leibtag, 2011).

Another fi nancial hardship facing Travis County 
residents is rapid populaƟ on growth and subsequent 
increase in taxable household values.  According to 
the US Census Bureau, the AusƟ n-Round Rock MSA 
was one of the fastest growing metro areas in 2009, 
with a 3.8% increase in populaƟ on (US Census Bureau, 
2009). In certain areas of AusƟ n, especially east AusƟ n, 
this growth has signifi cantly impacted property values.  
From 2000-2005, residents in the 78617, 78653, and 
78702 zip codes saw a 100% increase in the taxable 
value of their single-family homes.  Residents of the 
78721 zip code saw the taxable value of their single-
family homes increase by as much as 80% (Frank and 
Robinson, 2005).  With limited mechanisms available 
to help low-income families alleviate the fi nancial 
burden caused by a rise in property taxes, residents 

Table 1: Supplemental NutriƟ on Assistance Program Cases, Travis County, 2007-2010 (Travis 
County, 2010)



IntroducƟ on

10

may seek assistance to help cover other household 
expenses.  For whichever reason, more families are 
seeking fi nancial assistance to meet their household 
expenses, including their food needs.

Food Produc  on
In Texas, coƩ on, caƩ le, and hay dominate the 
agriculture industry and land.  In Central Texas, 

the majority of land is used for the producƟ on of 
hay, corn and caƩ le (or poultry in Caldwell County).  
In Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays and Williamson counƟ es, 
over half of the land is either crop or pastureland, the 
primary use being pasture.  Williamson County has the 
greatest proporƟ on of agricultural land while urban 
development is the dominate land use in Travis County.  
Of the 2.7 million acres that comprise these fi ve 
counƟ es, 492,459 acres (18%) is devoted to cropland.  
Less than one percent (.02%) is used to grow produce.  
Fruit and vegetable producƟ on is so nominal that it 
does not register with the Census of Agriculture.

Agricultural land in Texas is in jeopardy due to 
development pressures. Since 1997, over 40% of 
farm and ranch land in 25 counƟ es in Texas has been 
converted to uses other than agriculture (Texas Trends, 
2009).  In Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays, Travis and Williamson 
counƟ es, the number of acres devoted to cropland 
declined by 36%, with Bastrop and Hays counƟ es losing 
47% and 49% of cropland.  Seemingly contrary to the 
loss of farmland is the rise in the number of farms in 
Central Texas.  Since 1992, the number of farms in 
Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays, Travis and Williamson counƟ es 
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has increased by 41%, however, the average farm size 
has declined by between 22-68%. On the rise as well 
though is the market value of farmland, which has 
increased by between 110-196% since 1992.  In this 
fi ve county area, the AusƟ n-Round Rock MSA was 
deemed one of the fastest growing metro areas in 
2009 with a 3.8% increase in populaƟ on.  AddiƟ onally,  
Williamson and Hays counƟ es were ranked sixth and 
tenth among the fastest growing counƟ es in the naƟ on 
(US Census, 2009).  FragmentaƟ on of farmland due to 
development reduces the ability of local farms to meet 
the food needs of nearby communiƟ es.

Farms at the fringe of urban centers, in the peri-
urban area, play an important role in meeƟ ng the 
food needs of proximate consumers but they also 
maintain a precarious relaƟ onship with the city.   “The 
peri-urban interface is characterized by strong urban 
infl uences, easy access to markets, services and other 
inputs, ready supplies of labor, but relaƟ ve shortages 
of land and risks from polluƟ on and urban growth 
(McGregor, 2006).”  Access to urban markets off ers 
economic opportuniƟ es for peri-urban farms yet also 
leaves them subject to infl ated land values and uƟ lity 
costs (Grigg, 1995).  Urban sprawl can reduce farm size 
and producƟ on capacity.  Infl ated land values can lead 
to under and over uƟ lizaƟ on of farmland (Grigg, 1995). 
Farmers may cease to maintain their crop land because 
selling the land will garner a higher profi t.  Conversely, 
fi elds may be farmed too intensely in hopes of a large 
profi t from a fi nal harvest.  AddiƟ onally, farms in the 
peri-urban area face a shortage of labor (Grigg, 1995). 

While the city is a source of labor, it is also a drain 
on the labor pool since worker are drawn to the city 
in search of beƩ er paying jobs.  The fragility of farms 
in the peri-urban area poses a challenge for urban 
agriculture to conƟ nue to contribute to the food needs 
of area residents.
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Assessment Goal: 
Develop a model for esƟ maƟ ng the regional 
producƟ on capacity of the AusƟ n-Round Rock MSA 
to meet the food needs of area inhabitants.

Assessment Objec  ves:
Create an inventory of exisƟ ng agricultural land 
based on the acreage under culƟ vaƟ on, potenƟ al 
capacity, producƟ on type, and crop specialty of 
area farms, and community gardens.

IdenƟ fy defi ciencies in the area’s ability to meet 
survey-idenƟ fi ed per capita consumpƟ on and the 
average USDA recommended daily allowance for 
a healthy diet based on regional crop producƟ on 
esƟ mates.

Engage area farmers in parƟ cipatory meeƟ ngs to 
ascertain an account of the issues aff ecƟ ng regional 
farm stability, including water, labor, cost of living, 
inputs, regulatory barriers, and distribuƟ on 
infrastructure.

Assessment Goal: 
IdenƟ fy new and profi table opportuniƟ es for 
regional farmers and food entrepreneurs which 
also increase food equity.

Assessment Objec  ves:
Collect input from area farmers on barriers to and 
opportuniƟ es for business expansion, economic 
development and job training, especially for 
nascent farmers.

Mapping Central Texas Foodshed
While the producƟ on amounts for specifi c 
fruits and vegetables are not enough to be 

counted by the USDA Census of Agriculture, Central 
Texas does have a growing network of local farms, 
farmers’ markets, farm stands, Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSAs), and community gardens specializing 
in growing fruits and vegetable.  According to the USDA 
Census of Agriculture, in 2007, there were 77 registered 
farms, under 250 acres in Central Texas growing fruits 
and vegetables for sale on 416 acres.  There were also 
48 registered CSAs.  

From 2009-2010, informaƟ on on local agriculture 
resources in Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays, Travis and 
Williamson counƟ es was collected from non-profi t 
agencies, through conversaƟ ons with stakeholders,  
and supplemented by online research. 

Community garden informaƟ on was provided by 
Sustainable Food Center, the CoaliƟ on of AusƟ n 
Community Gardens, and Williamson County 
Health and Human Services.  

Farm, farmers’ market and farm stand informaƟ on 
was provided by Sustainable Food Center, Edible 
AusƟ n, Texas Department of Agriculture, Cedar 
Park Farmers’ Market, Barton Creek Farmers’ 
Market, Georgetown Farmers’ Market AssociaƟ ons, 
the River Valley Farmers’ Market network and 
the San Marcos/New Braunfels Farmers’ Market 
AssociaƟ on.  InformaƟ on about acreage and product 
specializaƟ on was not available for all farms.   
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This informaƟ on reveals a network of 202 farms 
within 47 counƟ es who primarily rely on the 
urban markets in Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays, Travis 
and Williamson counƟ es for their customer base. 
The majority of these farms are under 100 acres, 
with the largest being 13,000 acres.    Together, 
they occupy over 88,000 acres of land.  The 
smaller farms specialize primarily in vegetable 
producƟ on while the larger farms raise caƩ le and 
other livestock.  The farms in Grayson and Hildalgo 
counƟ es are the farthest away, up to 250 miles.  
These farms specialize in citrus -- a crop not easily 
culƟ vated in Central Texas -- and livestock -- a 
product that requires a lot of land.  Within the fi ve 
county region, there are 114 farms that occupy 
over 9,400 acres.  The majority of these farms grow 
vegetables. These farms are by no means the total 
number of agricultural producers in the region 
however, the primary market for their products is 
the AusƟ n metropolitan area. 

Within the fi ve county region, there are 29 
farmers’ markets: six (6) summer neighborhood 
farm stands that alternate locaƟ ons annually; and 
15 year-round  markets. There are two farmers’ 
markets in Hays County, six in Bastrop County and 
fi ve in Williamson County.  There are no farmers’ 
markets in Caldwell County.  

In addiƟ on to farmers’ markets, the fi ve county 
region is home to three farm delivery services -- 
Farm to Table, Farmhouse Delivery, and Greenling 

-- and one farm to insƟ tuƟ on program -- Sustainable 
Food Center’s Farm Direct program -- that provide 
residents, restaurants and insƟ tuƟ ons with local 
produce.  There is also a burgeoning cooperaƟ ve 
movement amongst local farmers to connect local 
growers with local restaurants -- Growers Alliance of 
Central Texas.   

There are 28 community gardens in the fi ve counƟ es.  
The majority are located within the AusƟ n city limits.  
There is only one community garden in Hays County 
and no community gardens in Caldwell County.  

Product
Number 
of Farms

% of 
Farms

Vegetables 93 48%
CaƩ le (meat) 20 10%
Fruit 17 9%
Chickens 14 7%
Eggs 10 5%
Pecans 9 5%
Goat Dairy 4 2%
Honey 4 2%
Dairy 3 2%
Lamb 3 2%
Mixed 
livestock 3 2%
Pork 3 2%
Bison 2 1%
Fish 2 1%
Herbs 2 1%
Quail 2 1%
Goat 1 1%
Mushrooms 1 1%
Olives 1 1%
Wild Game 1 1%

Table 4: Number of farms that 
specialize in the culƟ vaƟ on of a 
specifi c agricultural product. Data 
collected from 2009-2010.
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Urban Agriculture Resources
Travis County 
Accessible Vegetables is a simple movement of growing 
gardens in accessible areas, like front yards and allowing 
individuals to come and harvest enough for a meal.  
accessiblevegetables.blogspot.com
Aus  n Parks and Recrea  on Dept (PARD) is working to 
grow urban agriculture in AusƟ n.  In February 2011, AusƟ n 
City Council approved the creaƟ on of an Urban Agriculture 
Coordinator posiƟ on and adopted three (3) ordinances to 
ease the process for City-supported community gardens. 
ci.ausƟ n.tx.us/parks/communitygardens.htm 
Coali  on of Aus  n Community Gardens works to acƟ vely 
support and promote the stability and propagaƟ on of 
community gardens in AusƟ n. 
communitygardensausƟ n.org
Edible Aus  n is an independent, quarterly publicaƟ on 
dedicated to the promoƟ on of the local food culture and 
economy in Central Texas.
edibleausƟ n.com
Five Mile Farm is a pilot project of ResoluƟ on Gardens, 
with support from Wheatsville Coop, to create a 
decentralized urban farm that lives in homeowner’s yards.  
resoluƟ ongardens.org/farm
Garza Gardens is run by the horƟ culture class at Garza High 
School which grows herbs and vegetables to sell at the local 
farmers’ markets. 
ausƟ nschools.org/campus/garza/html/acƟ viƟ es/mulƟ credit_
classes/HorƟ culture%20website/Garza%27s%20Gardens%20
Website/index.html
Genesis Gardens (formerly Karpophoreo Project) culƟ vates 
a diverse community of healthy and empowered individuals 
through the creaƟ on and management of backyard farms 
and micro enterprises.
kprojectmlf.wordpress.com

Green Corn Project helps elderly, low-income, and disabled 
community members grow their own food by installing 
gardens in homes, community centers and elementary 
schools in underserved areas of AusƟ n. 
greencornproject.org/gc
Growers Alliance of Central Texas strengthens Ɵ es between 
growers in an eff ort to build a brand of cooperaƟ vely 
marketed high-quality products, and provides mentoring 
opportuniƟ es for new farmers in an eff ort to increase 
confi dence in the local food system.   
gro-act.com
New Farm Ins  tute educates, assists and inspires a new 
generaƟ on of sustainable farmers, with a focus on the urban 
fringe, an area within 30 miles of the city center. The InsƟ tute 
also explores emerging markets for new farmers, parƟ cularly 
in the fi eld of public health.
greengatefarms.net/new-farm-insƟ tute 
Slow Money Aus  n is commiƩ ed to developing and promoƟ ng 
essenƟ al capital resources for environmentally, socially and 
culturally sustainable food enterprises serving Central Texas.
slowmoneyausƟ n.org
Sustainable Food Center’s Grow Local Program provides 
resources and educaƟ on for children and adults to develop 
skills in food producƟ on and organic gardening.  The program 
specializes in food producƟ on and educaƟ on at schools and 
in community gardens. 
sustainablefoodcenter.org/grow-local
Sustainable Food Center’s Farm Direct Program brings 
locally-grown produce into the city and into locaƟ ons 
accessible to low-income residents by organizing weekly 
farmers’ markets, and farm direct deliveries to insƟ tuƟ ons, 
adding to the market opportuniƟ es for local farmers.
sustainablefoodcenter.org/farm-direct
Urban Patchwork Neighborhood Farms help neighbors in 
small communiƟ es turn unused yard space into farmland for 
growing fresh, organic produce for their community.
urbanpatchwork.org
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Urban Roots (a project of YouthLaunch) is a youth 
development, hunger relief, social entrepreneurship, and 
educaƟ on program for youth aged 14-18 in East AusƟ n. 
The program provides employment, life skills, and service 
opportuniƟ es on a 3-acre farm, where youth grow food for 
those in need in their community.
youthlaunch.org/programs/urbanroots.php

Bastrop County
A Row to Share is a group of Elginites who donate home-
grown, fresh produce from their gardens to the Elgin 
Community Cupboard, a local emergency food provider.
arowtoshare.wordpress.com

Hays County 
GROW! San Marcos is a group of gardeners and locally 
sustainable agricultural acƟ vists bent on increasing the amount 
of gardens in San Marcos. They accomplish this through 
hands-on educaƟ on, creaƟ ng a garden network, workshops 
and sharing resources. sanmarcoscommunitygarden.
wikispaces.com/grow_sm

Williamson County
Williamson County Community Garden and Nutri  on 
Program (WCCG) is a division of the Williamson County 
& CiƟ es Health District’s Women, Infants and Children 
(WIC) Program that supports acƟ ve and healthy lifestyles, 
encourages social interacƟ ons and helps beauƟ fy the county.  
WCCG is responsible for the Heritage Community Garden in 
Georgetown and the Taylor Community Garden.  
wcchd.org/Services/WICNutriƟ on/Gardening.htm 
Neighborhood Garden Project promote healthy local food 
and sustainable living through educaƟ on and community 
gardening in Round Rock.  The project opened Unity Park 
Community Garden in 2010.  
rrcommunitygardens.ning.com

Texas
AgriLife Extension works to improve the lives of people, 
businesses, and communiƟ es across Texas and beyond 
through high-quality, relevant agricultural educaƟ on. 
texasextension.tamu.edu/

Travis County  travis-tx.tamu.edu
Williamson County  williamson-tx.tamu.edu
Bastrop County  bastrop-tx.tamu.edu
Caldwell County  caldwell-tx.tamu.edu
Hays County   hays-tx.tamu.edu

Farm and Ranch Freedom Alliance advocates for farmers, 
ranchers, and homesteaders through public educaƟ on 
and lobbying to assure independence in the producƟ on 
and markeƟ ng of food, and the prevenƟ on of unnecessary 
regulaƟ ons. 
farmandranchfreedom.org
Texas Organic Farmers and Gardeners Associa  on is 
an associaƟ on of ranchers, farmers, commercial plant 
growers, retailers, wholesalers, processors, distributors, and 
consumers who strive to promote organic agriculture as a 
sustainable systems approach in the producƟ on of food and 
fi ber.
tofga.org
Texas Organic Farming Research Center, Inc. is a non-profi t 
corporaƟ on aimed at encouraging farmers, ranchers, and 
those who love the land to join in an eff ort to document 
demonstrated organic pracƟ ces.
txorganics.org
Texas Department of Agriculture is a diversifi ed state agency 
that provides a value-added service through markeƟ ng and 
regulatory services in order to make Texas the naƟ on’s leader 
in agriculture.
www.agr.state.tx.us
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Methodology
From February – October 2010, fi ve (5) 
discussions were held with farmers from 

either Bastrop, Caldwell, Hays, Travis or Williamson 
counƟ es.  Farmers were asked to talk about the state 
of agriculture in Central Texas: what is working, what is 
not working, and soluƟ ons to the problems.  

LocaƟ ons:
• Texas Organic Farmers and Gardeners AssociaƟ on 

Conference in San Marcos
• Norwood Towers in downtown AusƟ n
• AusƟ n Community College Cedar Park Campus
• Dripping Springs City Hall
• First NaƟ onal Bank Community Center in Elgin

In January 2011, a 30-quesƟ on internet survey was 
emailed to farmers via farmers’ market managers, 
individual farmers and non-profi t agencies. The survey 
addressed issues related to producƟ on pracƟ ces, farm 
income, employment, informaƟ on sources, distribuƟ on 
systems, challenges and suggested soluƟ ons.

Par  cipa  on
Twenty-one farmers and city offi  cials parƟ cipated 
in the discussions.  By far, the largest turnout of all 

of the discussions was the meeƟ ng in Elgin for Bastrop 
County.  Eleven farmers and 2 city offi  cials aƩ ended 
this discussion.  Only one farmer aƩ ended each of the  
discussions at the Texas Organic Farmers and Gardeners 
AssociaƟ on Conference in San Marcos, the AusƟ n 
Community College Cedar Park Campus, and Dripping 
Springs City Hall.  Even with extensive outreach through 

area farmers’ markets and other community groups, 
overall aƩ endance at the discussions was low.  This 
could be due to the Ɵ me of year or Ɵ me of day, lack of 
understanding about the purpose of the roundtables, lack 
of interest, or simply a lack of Ɵ me.

Given the low turnout for the discussions, a survey was 
sent to farmers to gather more informaƟ on about the 
state of agriculture in Central Texas.  The hope was that 
a survey would be more accessible since farmers could 
fi ll it out at their leisure.  Only 13 farmers completed the 
survey.  Seven responses came from farmers in Travis 
County while one response each came from farmers in 
Burnet, Caldwell, Comal, Hays, Lee and Mills counƟ es.  
The average farm size is 62.25 acres, ranging in size from 
1 acre to 200 acres.  Eleven respondents farm year-round 
while two are seasonal farmers.  Seven of the farms are 
cerƟ fi ed organic, four use organic pracƟ ces but are not 
cerƟ fi ed, one pracƟ ces sustainable methods, and one 
uses convenƟ onal techniques.  All of the farmers, except 
for one grow fruits and vegetables.  One raises poultry 
and caƩ le.  The number of years farming ranged from 2 to 
50.  Six respondents have been farming for over 20 years.  
The low compleƟ on rate may be due to the length of the 
survey, distribuƟ on method, survey format -- internet 
only -- or  lack of understanding about the purpose of the 
survey.

It is diffi  cult to generalize about the state of agriculture 
in Central Texas based on the low parƟ cipaƟ on rate.  This 
report, therefore provides a limited, introductory picture 
of issues potenƟ ally facing farmers in Central Texas.
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Major Themes
What is working for agriculture in Central Texas? 

• Support from local schools 
• Support from local governments
• CooperaƟ ve, knowledgeable network of farmers
• Year-round growing season
• Increasing awareness of local, sustainable, 

organic agriculture

What is not working for agriculture in Central Texas?
• Culture of cheap food
• Unfriendly policies toward alternaƟ ve farm 

pracƟ ces
• Lack of knowledge about good nutriƟ on
• Weather
• Access and availability of water
• Financial support for educaƟ on, public awareness, 

research, labor and investment capital
• Tax exempƟ ons for small farms
• Access to aff ordable land
• Disconnect between new and exisƟ ng farmers  
• Lack of transparency

Where do we go from here? 
• EducaƟ on about local agriculture, parƟ cularly in 

schools, and on how to cook and grow local food.
• Explore opƟ ons for ground water conservaƟ on 

districts and engage more in water policy issues.
• CulƟ vate more funding providers for farmers.
• Strengthen communicaƟ on between farmers, 

especially new and exisƟ ng farmers.

Findings
Central Texas is home to a robust network of small, 
urban farms that grow everything from vegetables 

to pecans, mushrooms to lamb.  The success of these 
farms depends on access to supporƟ ve urban markets 
in Bastrop, Hays, Travis and Williamson counƟ es.  
Their livelihood is also conƟ ngent upon regulaƟ ons 
governing water, land use and agricultural pracƟ ces.  
Of primary concern for farmers who parƟ cipated in the 
discussion and responded to the survey is a pervasive 
naƟ onal  culture of cheap food, the availability of 
water and burdensome regulaƟ ons that restrict farm 
pracƟ ces.  While parƟ cipants acknowledged that there 
is growing government and consumer support for local 
agriculture, these eff orts are in their infancy.    Without 
broader eff orts, these concerns pose challenges for the 
stainability of the region as well as for the proliferaƟ on 
of profi table markets for local agriculture. 

Underlying the regulatory, cultural and hydrographic 
issues, farmers also voiced concerns related to the 
lack of cooperaƟ ve and coordinated purchasing and 
distribuƟ on systems as well as limited fi nancial supports 
for small farmers, the dearth of aff ordable farmland 
and few formal resources for connecƟ ng experienced 
farmers with individuals interested in pursuing agrarian 
lifestyle. While not fully resolved, these issues are 
being addressed through burgeoning eff orts by area 
organizaƟ ons.  Texas Organic Farmers and Gardeners 
AssociaƟ on has a resource page on it’s website dedicated 
to farm planning and hosts an annual conference to 
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connect organic farmers in Texas.  Locally, the Growers 
Alliance of Central Texas (GroACT) and the New Farm 
InsƟ tute, two nascent organizaƟ ons, are providing 
opportuniƟ es to connect new and exisƟ ng farmers.  
The GroACT is culƟ vaƟ ng a farmer cooperaƟ ve while 
the InsƟ tute is preparing a new generaƟ on of farmers.  
The Alliance, along with Edible AusƟ n, is also working to 
address gaps in the distribuƟ on system by connecƟ ng 
area farmers with local restaurants.  Sustainable Food 
Centers Farm Direct program is another organizaƟ on 
focused on distribuƟ on issues, building partnerships 
between farmers and insƟ tuƟ ons.  Slow Money AusƟ n, 
a group of local investors, is working to provide capital 
investment for local agriculture projects.  While these 
eff orts are addressing some of the underlying issues 
facing farmers, they are fairly new developments and 
will require more Ɵ me to fl ourish.  

Discussion and Recommenda  ons
PercepƟ ons of a culture of cheap food devalue 
the labor, Ɵ me and energy invested in the 

culƟ vaƟ on of food by small, local farms.  People have a 
general expectaƟ on for the cost of food when purchased 
at a grocery store, with minor fl uctuaƟ ons in price due 
to season, food borne illness outbreaks, and changes 
in the agricultural market.  This expectaƟ on subjects 
local farmers to criƟ cism and profi t loss, debasing 
local agriculture. “Buy local’ agriculture campaigns can 
help to reverse the trend toward cheap food by raising 
public awareness, knowledge, and appreciaƟ on of local 
agriculture.  Food Routes, a naƟ onal organizaƟ on that 
works with communiƟ es to reintroduce Americans to 

their food, off ers a strategic communicaƟ ons program 
to launch a ‘buy local’ campaign (foodroutes.org/
bl_toolkit.jsp).  In AusƟ n, the AusƟ n Independent 
Business Alliance might off er a partnership through 
which to focus a campaign on local agriculture.  An 
interim opƟ on to raise awareness is to produce a 
consumer guide to resources for locally-grown food.  
The Rutland Area Farm and Food Link publishes a 
Locally Grown Guide, a free directory adverƟ sing local 
farms, farm stands, farmers’ markets, restaurants, 
retailers and specialty food producers that use locally 
grown food (rutlandfarmandfood.org/local_guide.
html).  ImperaƟ ve to these eff orts is a delineaƟ on of 
the spaƟ al bounds of the foodshed of Central Texas.

Raising awareness about local agriculture will expand 
the market for locally-grown food however, without 
regulaƟ ons favorable to alternaƟ ve farming pracƟ ces 
and agricultural land uses, the longevity of local farms 
is sƟ ll precarious.  Of parƟ cular issue are regulaƟ ons 
regarding the processing of organic livestock, tax 
exempƟ ons, and water conservaƟ on.  RegulaƟ on of 
livestock involves local, state and naƟ onal policies, the 
transformaƟ on of which requires parƟ cipaƟ on from 
farmers at all levels.  In Central Texas, two eff orts are 
underway to open nearby cerƟ fi ed organic livestock 
processing plants -- one is a mobile plant -- which 
would reduce transportaƟ on costs of farmers.  At issue 
though are the burdensome regulatory costs incurred 
by small farmers who operate on site processing 
faciliƟ es.
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This cost could parƟ ally be alleviated by applying 
agricultural tax exempƟ ons to farm faciliƟ es under 
a certain size as well as to the land (see Appendix E). 
Qualifi caƟ ons for agricultural tax exempƟ ons vary 
slightly by county and can be detrimental to small 
farmers.  Transparency of intensity standards and 
statewide gross producƟ on values could help to ensure 
equitable applicaƟ on of tax exempƟ ons.  Tax exempƟ ons 
are important for farmers because they serve to reduce 
the cost of farming, thereby helping to reduce the cost 
of food.

Another challenge for farmers in Central Texas is 
the regulaƟ on of water use.  Prone to periods of 
drought,  compounded by urban sprawl, water is not 
always available nor accessible which can be costly for 
farmers.  One means to ensure an adequate supply of 
water for farms is to designate a Water ConservaƟ on 
District.  Similar to the Barton Springs/Edwards Aquifer 
ConservaƟ on District in western Travis County, eastern 
Travis County along with Bastrop County could pursue 
a water conservaƟ on district with the purpose of 
conserving water for agriculture.  Atascosa, Frio, Wilson, 
and Karnes counƟ es are all part of the Evergreen 
Underwater ConservaƟ on District created to protect the 
agricultural industry in this region (evergreenuwcd.org).  
The Texas Water Development Board off ers Agricultural 
Water ConservaƟ on Grants which can be used to 
purchase and install monitoring devices to measure 
irrigaƟ on well and water use (twdb.state.tx.us/fi nancial/
programs/awcg.asp).” These measurements would 
help Central Texas plan eff ecƟ ve water conservaƟ on 

strategies.

The sustainability and profi tability of agriculture in 
Central Texas not only depends on conƟ nued eff orts to 
promote local agriculture as well as immediate changes 
to current regulaƟ ons, it also requires a vision for the 
future of the agricultural industry.  In Minneapolis, 
the city recently adopted an Urban Agriculture Policy 
Plan to improve the growth, sales, distribuƟ on, and 
consumpƟ on of healthy, locally grown foods (ci.
minneapolis.mn.us/cped/urban_ag_plan.asp).  This 
plan would help to guide eff orts of the Sustainable Food 
Policy Board as well as set measurable achievements 
for the region to celebrate. The Community Food 
Security CoaliƟ on has a guide to help develop “Whole 
Measures for Community Food Systems (foodsecurity.
org/pub/WholeMeasuresCFS-web.pdf).”

Tied into future planning are tools to facilitate the 
conƟ nuaƟ on of land for agricultural producƟ on.  Farm 
planning, especially reƟ rement planning for farmers as 
well as an exchange system for farmland is imperaƟ ve if 
land is to conƟ nue to be farmed.  FarmLink is a naƟ onal 
eff ort, individually controlled by organizaƟ ons or 
agencies within each state to facilitate the exchange of 
farmland between farmers by maintaining a database 
of farmland for sale.  The maintenance of this database 
varies by state.  This resource could be maintained by 
TOFGA, given the resources already available through 
the organizaƟ on’s website. 

While not addressed by this report, other eff orts that 
would help to strengthen local agriculture in Central 
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Texas would be a beƩ er understanding of the ethnic 
diversity of farmers in the region.  This would also help 
to facilitate a wider culture of inclusion of consumers.  
AddiƟ onally, it would be benefi cial to conduct a fi scal 
analysis of local agricultural producƟ on similar to a 
Cost of Community Services analysis by the American 
Farmland Trust (farmland.org/services/fi scalplanning/
default.asp).  Together, the eff orts menƟ oned above 
will help to bolster the local agricultural industry for 
Central Texas.

RecommendaƟ ons and Resources

• Launch a “Buy Local” campaign.
• Food Routes: foodroutes.org/bl_toolkit.jsp
• Rutland Area Farm and Food Link

rutlandfarmandfood.org/local_guide.html

• Make county agricultural intensity standards for  
qualifi caƟ on for tax-exempƟ on more accessible.

• Apply agricultural tax-exempƟ ons to on-site 
processing faciliƟ es, not just land.

• Create a water conservaƟ on district for eastern 
Travis and Bastrop counƟ es.  
• Evergreen Underwater ConservaƟ on District

evergreenuwcd.org
• Texas Water Development Board Agricultural 

Water ConservaƟ on Grants
twdb.state.tx.us/fi nancial/programs/awcg.asp

• Develop a local agriculture policy plan.
• City of Minneapolis Urban Agriculture Policy 

Plan

ci.minneapolis.mn.us/cped/urban_ag_plan.asp
• Community Food Security CoaliƟ on Whole 

Measures for Community Food Systems
foodsecurity.org/pub/WholeMeasuresCFS-
web.pdf

• Create an online database to facilitate the 
exchange of farmland.
• California FarmLink: californiafarmlink.org
• New York FarmLink: newyorkfarmlink.org
• ConnecƟ cut FarmLink: farmlink.uconn.edu

• Research the ethnic diversity of Central Texas 
producers.

• Explore opƟ ons for conducƟ ng a Cost of 
Community Services analysis.
• American Farmland Trust: 

farmland.org /services/fiscalplanning /
default.asp 
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Assessment Goal: 
Appropriately address dispariƟ es in access 
to culturally appropriate, healthy food based 
consumer percepƟ on of the regional food system.

Assessment Objec  ves:
Evaluate nutriƟ onal accessibility by inventorying 
the availability, quality, cost, and origin of healthy 
produce at regional food providers, including 
grocery, convenience, and specialty stores; farmers’ 
markets and farm stands; community, school, and 
backyard gardens; and federal nutriƟ on assistance 
programs and emergency food agencies.

IdenƟ fy gaps in physical accessibility by assessing 
the spaƟ al relaƟ onship between exisƟ ng 
transportaƟ on infrastructure, residenƟ al locaƟ ons 
and food providers.

Conduct parƟ cipatory acƟ on research to educate 
and engage community members in idenƟ fying 
social accessibility barriers by surveying 
parƟ cipants on their percepƟ ons of the exisƟ ng 
food infrastructure and desires for the food 
system.
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Since 1995, East AusƟ n has changed dramaƟ cally.  
While the boundaries of the city have expanded 
and the demographics of the region have shiŌ ed, 

East AusƟ n conƟ nues to house higher concentraƟ ons 
of low-income and minority populaƟ ons.  This project 
is concerned with 11 zip codes in east AusƟ n: 78617, 
78653, 78702, 78721, 78723, 78724, 78725, 78741, 
78744, 78745, and 78753.  Together, these zip codes 
form a conƟ guous area of 285 square miles.  These 
11 zip codes were chosen as the target area because 
of a high concentraƟ on, above the county average, of 
individuals below the poverty level, and/or the lack of a 
full-service grocery store within a reasonable distance 
for the majority of residents.  A full-service grocery 
store is a retail outlet that specializes in selling a variety 
of food items from all food groups.  It may have an in-
store deli or bakery, or carry household merchandise.  
Grocery store locaƟ on and poverty rate are factors that 
contribute to what the USDA defi nes as a food desert: 
“an area in the United States with limited access 
to aff ordable and nutriƟ ous food, parƟ cularly such 
an area composed of predominately lower income 
neighborhoods and communiƟ es” (Economic Research 
Service, 2009).  

According to the 2000 Census, all zip codes except 
78653 and 78725 have median household incomes 
below the county median.  Seven zip codes -- 78702, 
78721, 78723, 78724, 78741, 78744, 78753 -- have 
median household incomes below the state median as 
well.  Six areas have rates of poverty above both county 
and state levels: 78702, 78721, 78723, 78724, 

 
Total Popula  on White Black Hispanic Asian

% below 
poverty level

Texas 20,851,820 71.0% 11.5% 32.0% 2.7% 15.4%
Travis County 812,280 68.2 9.3 28.2 4.5 12.5
78617 15,222 59.3 12.1 48.5 1.5 11.0
78653 4,715 70.2 11.7 30.1 0.2 7.8
78702 22,534 30.0 23.7 67.7 0.4 28.8
78721 10,124 23.5 45.2 50.8 0.1 25.7
78723 30,110 40.8 31.8 42.3 1.2 19.6
78724 15,428 29.1 41.4 43.4 0.3 16.3
78725 1,836 49.3 27.9 34.5 2.4 12.0
78741 40,661 49.5 8.8 51.6 5.9 32.9
78744 33,706 46.3 11.7 64.8 1.4 17.6
78745 53,044 66.4 5.9 40.3 1.6 9.5
78753 44,210 48.5 18.7 38.5 6.3 13.7

Table 5: Median household incomes for target zip code areas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). 
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Table 6: Race, ethnicity and poverty rates in the target study area (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).
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78741 and 78744.  Three have rates below both state 
and county poverty rates: 78617, 78653 and 78745.  
Subsequently, the areas with the highest rates of poverty 
are also home to majority minority populaƟ ons.  

The two zip codes that could be considered food deserts 
are 78721 and 78724.  There are fi ve convenience stores 
and two food pantries in 78721, and 12 convenience 
stores and two food pantries in 78724, but neither area 
has a full-service grocery store.  The emergency food 
pantries and convenience stores help to supplement 
one’s food diet but they are not a subsƟ tute for a 
full-service grocery store.  Even though the median 
household income in 78725 is above that of the county 
and the state, this area also lacks a full-service grocery 
store, an emergency food program and a discount store.   

The presence of a full-service grocery store does not 
guarantee food security. Food access though is aff ected 
by other factors including store quality, availability, cost 
and distance.  AddiƟ onally, not every person in a food 
secure locaƟ on is food secure.  Even in zip codes with 
rates of poverty above county and state levels, a number 
of individuals sƟ ll fall below the poverty level.  This is 
parƟ cularly true in 78745  which is home to seven full-
service grocery stores and seven food pantries as well 
as mulƟ ple aff ordable housing developments.  During 
a conversaƟ on with residents at an aff ordable housing 
complex in this zip code issues of store quality, availability 
and cost were said to aff ect food access. 

Total Popula  on Food Retailer Full Service Store Food Pantry Discount Store
Travis County 812,280 325 85 93 38
78702 22,534 22 3 17 2
78741 40,661 18 2 5 3
78721 10,124 5 - 2 -
78723 30,110 10 4 7 2
78724 15,428 12 - 3 -
78753 44,210 36 8 2 5
78744 33,706 5 1 2 1
78617 15,222 14 - 2 1
78745 53,044 21 7 7 6
78725 1,836 - - - -
78653 4,715 10 - 2 1

Table 7: Number of food resources in each target zip code.
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Mapping the Food Landscape of 
Travis County
From 2009-2010, informaƟ on on food 

resources in Travis County was collected from non-
profi t and public agencies, and supplemented by 
online research. 

Grocery and convenience store locaƟ ons in 
Travis County were obtained from the Texas 
Comptroller of Public Accounts based on 
NAICS industry classifi caƟ on of grocery and 
convenience stores, warehouse clubs and 
supercenters.  Internet searches provided 
supplemental informaƟ on on ethnic stores, 
supercenters and ‘discount’ stores.  

Data on emergency food provider was 
collected from the Capital Area Food Bank.  

Community garden locaƟ ons were provided 
primarily by Sustainable Food Center, and the 
CoaliƟ on of AusƟ n Community Gardens.  

Farmers’ market informaƟ on was provided 
by Sustainable Food Center, Edible AusƟ n, 
Texas Department of Agriculture, Cedar Park 
Farmers’ Market, Barton Creek Farmers’ 
Market, and the Georgetown Farmers’ Market 
AssociaƟ ons.  
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FIgure : Grocery and convenience stores in Travis County.

Compounding the need for families to seek food assistance is the lack of easily accessible, full service grocery stores.  There are 325 food retail 
stores in Travis County.  These include full service stores like HEB; wholesale stores like Sam’s Club; convenience stores like Diamond Shamrock; and 
ethnic stores like Hong Kong Market.  
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projection  central texas state plane (4203 ft)
sources  texas comptroller of public accounts, city of austin, 
  capital area council of governments, texas data center
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Figure : Full-service grocery stores in Travis County.

There are 85 full-service grocery stores, including major chains like HEB and Walmart, smaller local stores like Wheatsville and Fresh Plus, and chain 
meat markets like La Michoacana and La Hacienda.  Within the 11 target zip codes, there are 153 food retailers, including 25 full-service grocery 
stores.  Both 78745 and 78753 contain the most full-service grocery stores, along with the most people of all of the target zip codes. The proximity 
of these areas to IH-35 makes them aƩ racƟ ve sites for retail services.  Of the 11 zip codes in the study area, fi ve lack full-service grocery stores 
(78617, 78653, 78721, 78725, and 78744), with the nearest grocery store being between three to 15 miles away.  

datum   north american datum
projection  central texas state plane (4203 ft)
sources  texas comptroller of public accounts, 
  capital area council of governments, 
  city of austin, 
  texas data center
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Figure : Food pantries in Travis County.

Without a nearby grocery store, residents turn to emergency food programs, community gardens and discount stores to help meet their food 
needs.  Of the 93 emergency food providers in Travis County, half (49) are in the target zip codes.  By far, 78702 has the most emergency food 
programs (17) due to its proximity to downtown and the abundance of social services located in the area.

datum   north american datum
projection  central texas state plane (4203 ft)
sources  capital area food bank, city of austin, 
  capital area council of governments, texas data center
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Figure : Community gardens and farmers’ markets in Travis County

Thirteen out of 28 community gardens in the county are located in the target zip codes.  
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datum   north american datum
projection  central texas state plane (4203 ft)
sources  sustainable food center, barton creek farmers’ market, cedar park farmers’ market, river valley farmers’ market    
  association, georgetown farmers’ market association, capital area council of governments, city of austin, texas data center
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Major Themes
Barriers to Healthy Food Access

• High price of fruits and vegetables
• Inconvenience 
• Poor quality of food 
• Poor shopping experience

Strategies to Cope with Barriers
• Comparing store prices
• Looking for specials
• Buying in season
• Cooking at home

Where do we go from here? 
• More full-service grocery stores
• BeƩ er grocery store environments
• Farmers markets in neighborhoods, schools
• More small agriculture (community & school 

gardens)

Methodology
From June to October, 2010, 19 conversaƟ ons 
were held at 16 venues in the 11 target zip 

codes. These venues included publicly accessible and 
privately run insƟ tuƟ ons. Two of the sites were privately 
managed community centers. Three were churches. Seven 
operated weekly emergency food assistance programs.

Community conversaƟ ons were interacƟ ve discussions 
guided by 15 open-ended quesƟ ons about food 
shopping and eaƟ ng habits, transportaƟ on, cost, 
nutriƟ onal educaƟ on, neighborhood-specifi c social 
concerns, and opinions on how to improve food access.  
Before the conversaƟ ons, parƟ cipants individually fi lled 
out a 26-quesƟ on survey about the frequency of meal 
preparaƟ on, dining out, fi nancial constraints, possible 
incidents of food insecurity, and demographics.  The 
conversaƟ ons were held at convenient Ɵ mes for 
residents, were conducted in English and Spanish, and 
lasted from 30 minutes to an hour.  ParƟ cipant were 
compensated for their Ɵ me with a box of local produce.  

ParƟ cipants were: 1) from one of the 11 target zip 
codes, 2) responsible for household food needs, and 3) 
between the ages of 18-65.  Over 20 community leaders, 
including church pastors, social service providers, non-
profi t directors, neighborhood associaƟ on members 
and passionate residents were contacted before the 
conversaƟ ons to help determine venues and Ɵ mes 
for the conversaƟ ons, and to help recruit parƟ cipants.  
Flyers were distributed to schools, select businesses, 
and door-to-door.

ConversaƟ on LocaƟ ons
AusƟ n’s Colony 
Community Center

78725

Dove Springs 
RecreaƟ on Center

78744

East Rural 
Community Center

78653

Elroy Public Library 78617
Gus Garcia 
RecreaƟ on Center

78753

Haynie Chapel 78617
LBJ High School 78724
Oak Meadows 
BapƟ st Church

78744

Rosewood Zaragosa 
Neighborhood 
Center

78702

Ruiz Branch Library 78741
Sierra Ridge 
Learning Center

78745

South Rural 
Community Center

78617

St. James Episcopal 
Church 

78721

Turner Roberts 
RecreaƟ on Center

78724

Windsor Park 
Branch Library

78723

YMCA East 
CommuniƟ es

78723
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Table 10: Racial & ethnic distribuƟ on of 
parƟ cipants.

Language parƟ cipants speak most oŌ en %
Spanish 80 53
English 65 43
Other 4 3
I don’t know 2 1

Table 11: Language spoken most by parƟ cipants.

Table 12: EducaƟ onal aƩ ainment of parƟ cipants.

Par  cipants
A total of 166 people -- 110 female, 28 male, 
and 28 not reported -- parƟ cipated in the 

conversaƟ ons.  The majority of parƟ cipants resided in 
zip codes in East AusƟ n, were of Hispanic origin, and 
were female.  A signifi caƟ on proporƟ on of parƟ cipants 
were of ethnic minoriƟ es.  In 2000, the populaƟ on of 
AusƟ n was 53% Caucasian, 30% Hispanic, 10% African 
American, and 5% Asian.  In 2010, the populaƟ on of 
AusƟ n was 49% Caucasian, 35% Hispanic, 8% African 
American, and 6% Asian.  ComparaƟ vely, the ethnic 
composiƟ on of conversaƟ on parƟ cipants was 16% 
Caucasian, 63% Hispanic, 17% African American and 
1% Asian.  Of the 63% Hispanic or LaƟ no parƟ cipants, 
67% reported to be Mexican while only 13% claimed to 
be Mexican American.  The majority (53%) reported to 
speak Spanish most of the Ɵ me.  

Over three-quarters (77%) of parƟ cipants earn less than 
$1,999 per month.  According to the Center for Public 
Policy PrioriƟ es, a family of four with two adults and two 
children needs to earn a gross monthly income between 
$3,637 and $4,423 to aff ord to live in AusƟ n (Hagert, 
2007).  Only 11% of parƟ cipants earn enough to aff ord 
to live in AusƟ n based on this esƟ mate.  Only 33% of 
parƟ cipants receive Supplemental NutriƟ on Assistance 
Program benefi ts and 21% receive Women, Infants, and 
Children benefi ts.  

# of parƟ cipants from zip code %
78617 17 11
78621 4 3
78645 1 1
78653 17 11
78702 5 3
78704 4 3
78721 3 2
78723 15 10
78724 13 8
78725 15 10
78741 2 1
78742 1 1
78744 5 3
78745 16 10
78747 2 1
78752 1 1
78753 15 10
78754 6 4
78758 5 3
78759 1 1

Table 9: Household zip code of parƟ cipants.

White 
16%

Hispanic/
LaƟ no 
63%

Black/
African 

American
17%

Other
2%

American Indian/
Alaska NaƟ ve

1%

Asian
1%

High school/GED
34%

Some college
16%

College graduate
14%

Advanced degree
5%

Less than 
12 yrs.

31%
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Findings
With the excepƟ on of those who parƟ cipated 
in conversaƟ ons in the 78745 and 78753 zip 

codes, most responses refl ected a general discontent 
with either the quality or lack of grocery stores in their 
neighborhoods. Residents from 78617 and 78653 are 
parƟ cularly interested in food access because of the 
distance they must travel to a full-service grocery  store 
since none are located in their neighborhoods.  

The Cost of Food
As one woman at St. James Episcopal Church in East 
AusƟ n stated: “it’s hard to always have what you need 
if you don’t have money to buy it.”  It is no surprise 
that the cost of food is a shared concern for the 166 
conversaƟ on parƟ cipants.  Of the top three factors 
parƟ cipants indicated aff ect their shopping decisions 
-- price, quality, and taste -- price is by far the number 
one factor.  

For families with limited fi nancial resources the need to 
stay within a fi xed budget causes a trade off  between 
healthy foods and calorie-dense foods.  ParƟ cipants 
responded unanimously that fruits and vegetables 
are important because they provide vitamins, 
nourishment, strength, help lower cholesterol, cause 
one to think clearly, and prevent diet-related diseases.  
Fruits and vegetable “help your body balance and 
process everything properly.”  The issue is fruits and 
vegetables are comparaƟ vely more expensive because 
you need more to feel full but the feeling does not 
last long.  Therefore, families with fi xed incomes face 

a dilemma of choosing between their desires for a 
healthy meal and meeƟ ng their basic needs.

The price of food and budget limitaƟ ons force more 
than just a trade off  between healthy foods and saƟ ety, 
they also limit families’ opƟ ons, both in terms of variety 
and producƟ on method.  ParƟ cipants would buy the 
same products week aŌ er week, shopping without 
a list, because the cost and preparaƟ on methods 
are known.  This knowledge is passed down from 
generaƟ on to generaƟ on as one woman at the YMCA 
East CommuniƟ es indicated: “I eat how my parents 
used to. [My kids] wanna eat it because they get used 
to it. Cause, what you eat most likely that’s what you’ll 
make for them.  Like, while they’re liƩ le they’ll get used 
to it.”  Factors like taste and familiarity infl uence what 
is on one’s grocery list but the cost of food aff ects what 
is crossed off  the list. 

AddiƟ onally, the infl uence of cost is such that 
parƟ cipants do not buy organically grown produce 
because the price is too high.  This general senƟ ment 
was summed up by a woman at Sierra Ridge: “It’s 
important to eat that [organic] food but someƟ mes 
it’s not possible to buy them.  That type of food is 
expensive.”  ParƟ cipants would be willing to pay 
slightly more for organic but the current gap between 
organic and convenƟ onally grown produce is too large.  
Cost therefore is a criƟ cal factor in grocery shopping 
decisions.  The cost of food reduces the diversity of 
one’s diet and contributes to decision making that is 
counter to one’s values: choosing saƟ aƟ ng over salutary 
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foods even though a healthy diet is of importance; 
and purchasing convenƟ onally over organically grown 
produce.  

Store Proximity
Even though the price of food is the primary factor 
aff ecƟ ng the food shopping decisions of parƟ cipants, 
the proximity of full-service grocery stores, as well as the 
quality of produce at the stores also aff ect purchasing 
decisions.  For parƟ cipants at the conversaƟ ons at Elroy 
Public Library, Haynie Chapel, AusƟ n’s Colony, South 
Rural Community Center, and East Rural Community 
Center the lack of a full-service grocery store nearby 
was of parƟ cular concern.  Located in transiƟ onal areas 
between the urban core and the rural countryside, a 
lack of planning to include basic service ameniƟ es with 
the low density development in these areas contributes 
to the lack of full-service stores.  At Ɵ mes, residents 
have to travel up to 20 miles to buy groceries.  For 
families on fi xed-incomes, grocery shopping therefore 
is no longer a solitary errand.  It requires forethought 
to incorporate into one’s daily commute or merge with 
other errands, and requires advanced preparaƟ on to 
place a cooler full of ice in the car so food does not 
spoil.  

If an item is forgoƩ en then a family must do without 
or alter their meal.  Most parƟ cipants preferred to do 
without the ingredient instead of going to a corner 
store.  Corner stores are unanimously perceived to 
be expensive with limited, low-quality produce.  The 
limited and expensive variety of healthy foods available 

in corner stores is a public health concern because 
families in areas without full-service grocery stores 
must rely on these stores at Ɵ mes to supplement their 
diets where low-nutriƟ onal value items are cheaper.

Quality
As menƟ oned above, quality, especially of produce 
and meat, is one of the three main factors parƟ cipants 
consider when making their shopping decisions.  Terms 
like freshness, not mildewed, not wilted, not bruised, 
not roƩ en, good appearance, looks good, good shape, 
preƩ y, nice, and fresh were used to describe expected 
food quality.  The quality, combined with the price of 
the food, as opposed to locaƟ on or convenience, tend 
to be the main reasons parƟ cipants shop at a parƟ cular 
store.

Not only are parƟ cipants concerned with the quality 
of produce, they are also concerned with the quality 
of the stores in their neighborhood.  For parƟ cipants 
at Windsor Park Branch Library, LBJ High School, 
Dove Springs, Elroy Public Library, Sierra Ridge, Gus 
Garcia RecreaƟ on Center, and East Rural Community 
Center, the quality of a store aff ects where they shop.  
Diff erences in price, store selecƟ on, and the physical 
condiƟ on of the store all contribute to decisions about 
where to shop.  Store quality amongst HEBs is reported 
to vary, causing some parƟ cipants to bypass their 
neighborhood store for a store across town.  The quality 
of the HEB store at Ed Bluestein and Springdale Road 
was repeatedly spoken of negaƟ vely.  As one woman 
explained during a discussion at LBJ High School, “The 
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Springdale HEB, I don’t like it in there because...the 
food is not as fresh and it’s not as quality and the prices 
there are much higher than they are at other stores that 
have beƩ er quality and quanƟ ty.” Remarks were also 
made about problems with panhandling and crime, 
traffi  c in the parking lot, and lack of cleanliness, variety 
and upkeep.  There was an implicit sense of a racially-
moƟ vated sƟ gma surrounding the store.  RefuƟ ng the 
idea that the store could be improved, a male parƟ cipant 
at the Windsor Park Branch Library discussion  stated: 
“It’s the product of the neighborhood not enough they 
could do to make it make sense.”  The unsaƟ sfactory 
quality of neighborhood stores causes parƟ cipants to 
travel farther, expending more gas and Ɵ me, placing an 
unjust burden on fi xed-income families.

Cost Savings
To cope with budgetary constraints on grocery 
purchases, parƟ cipants adopt techniques to either 
stretch their food dollar or to save money.  ParƟ cipants 
regularly buy in season, seek sales or specials, and 
compare store prices in order to be able to purchase 
more for less.  Season is another of the three factors 
parƟ cipants consistently said aff ect their shopping 
decisions because produce, especially fruit, purchased 
in season is cheaper and tastes beƩ er.  Other tacƟ cs 
used to maximize food budgets are to seek specials and 
compare prices between stores.  Borrowing the aptly 
descripƟ ve name used by one female parƟ cipant at 
Haynie Chapel, most parƟ cipants are “couponaholics”.  
They seek out discounts, specials and sales in order to 
save money.  

Another way for parƟ cipants to save money is to 
prepare meals for their families at home.  Responses 
during  conversaƟ ons and to survey quesƟ ons indicate 
that most parƟ cipants consistently prepare at least 
one meal, mainly dinner, for their families.  Over 52% 
of respondents claim that their family dines together 
almost every day while another 31% eat together more 
than half of the Ɵ me.  EaƟ ng at home is reported to be 
healthier and more economical.

From Farm to Store
Fresh is best.  EaƟ ng fruits and vegetables is 
important to parƟ cipants, especially if they are fresh.  
The preference for fresh produce is indicaƟ ve of 
parƟ cipants’ responses for how to improve food access 
in their communiƟ es.  The responses are refl ecƟ ve of 
the tension discussed previously between cost and 
values.  They are also representaƟ ve of the economic 
and physical situaƟ on of parƟ cipants.  The ideal for 
parƟ cipants varied from having food delivered to one’s 
door, to being able to purchase whatever one wants, to 
raising a big garden.  Responses refl ected the condiƟ ons 
that surround parƟ cipants.  For parƟ cipants who live in 
rural, grocery store defi cient areas, the ideal is a farm 
or a garden.  For those who live in urban areas with a 
proximate grocery store, the ideal is improvement of 
present ameniƟ es.  

The soluƟ on to increase access to healthy food in the 
peri-urban areas was consistently said to be a full-
service grocery store in a convenient locaƟ on with a 
wide variety of items, rather than a small convenience 
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store with a limited selecƟ on of items. This is because, 
as one male parƟ cipant exclaimed: “They can 
conveniently make that price ridiculous.”  For those 
within proximity to a grocery store, soluƟ ons focused 
on improving the quality of food available by creaƟ ng a 
space for a community garden with classes on how to 
grow food, improving the condiƟ on of nearby stores, 
and hosƟ ng a weekly farmers’ market.  

Discussion of farmers’ markets emerged during most 
of the conversaƟ ons and elicited varied reacƟ ons.  A 
farmers’ market would serve the desires of parƟ cipants 
with the provision of easily accessible, fresh, oŌ en 
organic produce.  They are relaƟ vely easy to develop 
since they do not necessarily require a brick and 
mortar storefront.  However, there was resistance 
to this soluƟ on because of percepƟ ons about the 
markets currently in AusƟ n.  ParƟ cipants indicated 
that the markets are expensive, too far away, and not 
at convenient Ɵ mes.  While parƟ cipants had heard 
talk of farmers’ markets in the city, only a handful 
were familiar with their locaƟ ons, which were not 
convenient for parƟ cipants.  Overwhelmingly though, 
the main concern with farmers’ markets was the price 
of produce, specifi cally in Central Texas. 

Discussion and Recommenda  ons
The locaƟ on of full-service grocery stores 
in the peri-urban areas of this study was 

recommended by parƟ cipants as the most desirable 
soluƟ on to improve food access.  Neighborhoods with 
chains grocery stores pay less for food (Chung, 1999; 

Ford and Dzewaltowski, 2008; Leibtag and Kaufman, 
2003; Powell et al, 2007).  The locaƟ on of a chain 
store in these peri-urban areas would reduce the cost 
burden by shiŌ ing reliance away from high priced 
convenience stores and reducing travel for grocery 
errands.  Successful recruitment of a chain store would 
require a market feasibility study, idenƟ fi caƟ on of 
mulƟ ple possible locaƟ ons, incenƟ ves, strong poliƟ cal 
leadership, and proacƟ ve parƟ cipaƟ on on the part 
of the local government or a nonprofi t organizaƟ on. 
(Pothukuchi, 2005).  Underlying all of these elements 
is a plan to guide development. 

While a chain grocery store can have myriad benefi ts, 
including outside investments, jobs and neighborhood 
pride, it can also negaƟ vely aff ect a neighborhood 
(Eisenhauer, 2001).  A chain store in a peri-urban 
area could spark uncontrolled development beyond 
the city limits, leading to further fragmentaƟ on of 
already endangered agricultural land.  Organized, 
acƟ ve parƟ cipaƟ on from residents to plan for and 
site the locaƟ on of a future store can help to control 
development. 

Improve Store Quality
Improving the quality and variety of products at 
exisƟ ng stores within the target zip codes could 
increase the frequency with which parƟ cipants shop at 
their neighborhoods grocery stores.  This is benefi cial 
not only for the customer because it saves on travel 
costs and improves neighborhood pride, but it is also 
profi table for the grocery store.  Exemplar stores, 
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according to parƟ cipants, have a wide variety of good 
quality produce, including organic, along with appealing 
product labeling, cooking and tasƟ ng demonstraƟ ons, 
a clean facility, and suffi  cient parking and staff .   

Alterna  ve Food Sources
A chain grocery store is not the only soluƟ on, however.  
A cooperaƟ vely-run, community based grocery store 
or a locally-owned store are other opƟ ons and may 
present a beƩ er soluƟ on because they provide an 
outlet for the community’s voice. The challenge is to 
develop a dependable customer base by off ering a 
wide enough variety of desired food products within 
a limited space without price gouging.  CreaƟ ng a 
percepƟ on that diff erenƟ ates a small grocery store 
from a convenience stores is imperaƟ ve.  Unanimously 
parƟ cipants are unwilling to shop at a convenience 
store even if the store sells healthy produce.  This 
rejecƟ on of healthy corner stores has implicaƟ ons for 
trends toward reliance on corner stores as temporary 
soluƟ on to fi ll the gap in access.  

A suggested alternaƟ ve to retail stores is a farmers’ 
market or a mobile farm stand.  A farmers’ market or 
a mobile farm stand would fulfi ll the desire for fresh 
produce but would only increase access to certain 
foods.  Even though parƟ cipants value and prefer to 
eat fresh produce, the boƩ om line is cost.  If the price 
of produce at such markets is not near that of common 
chain stores, then this may not be a viable opƟ on.  For 
local farmers, this means possibly off ering produce 
at wholesale cost in low-income areas. Government 

assistance programs, like the USDA Supplemental 
NutriƟ on Assistance Program (SNAP) and Women, 
Infants and Children (WIC), and double value coupon 
programs, like Wholesome Wave, can help alleviate 
cost barriers to farmers’ markets for low-income 
households.  These eff orts however, suff er because 
of low enrollment due to a lack of knowledge about 
available resources; the assistance amounts are too low 
to bridge the gap in price; the benefi ts are distributed 
out of season; or the benefi ts are not redeemable due 
to a lack of cost prohibiƟ ve processing equipment.  
Overall though, more educaƟ on about and experience 
with local farms is needed to acƟ vely engage low-
income customers in the local food system.  

Encouraging engagement with farmers’ markets 
amongst minority populaƟ ons requires addiƟ onal 
eff orts towards place making and the integraƟ on of 
cultural coding that resonate with the community 
(Alkon, 2008; Guthman, 2008).  This means stepping 
beyond a focus on food to directly target the racial and 
economic inequaliƟ es that perpetuate food insecurity 
(Guthman 2008).  Providing incenƟ ves for or selecƟ vely 
inviƟ ng minority farmers into the market, off ering 
culturally-appropriate foods, creaƟ ng key allegiances 
with minority-led community organizaƟ ons, and 
presenƟ ng culturally-sensiƟ ve message framing can all 
help to begin to break down structural inequaliƟ es.

Loss of Agricultural Knowledge
GeneraƟ onal gaps in the understanding of where 
food comes from were exemplifi ed in a couple of 
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conversaƟ ons.  RecogniƟ on of a loss of gardening and 
agricultural acƟ viƟ es was especially prevalent amongst 
African American parƟ cipants.  ParƟ cipants however, 
expressed a desire to reverse this trend.  Although less 
than a quarter of parƟ cipants keep home gardens, a 
desire for fresh food makes parƟ cipants interested 
in learning to grow their own produce.  Community 
gardens were repeatedly menƟ oned as soluƟ ons 
to increase access to healthy food.  TargeƟ ng the 
development of community gardens in neighborhoods 
with high concentraƟ ons of African Americans 
would allow for the opportunity to capture waning 
generaƟ onal knowledge about gardening.

Cultural Sensi  vity or Assimila  on
Learning to prepare tradiƟ onal recipes also provides 
an opportunity to pass along generaƟ onal knowledge. 
TradiƟ onal meals embody informaƟ on about cultural 
customs, social values, and the ecoregion in which 
the ingredients are produced.  Some parƟ cipants, 
especially LaƟ no parƟ cipants, expressed a desire to 
retain their food heritage.  The lack of availability of 
culturally-appropriate ingredients is therefore a barrier 
for these parƟ cipants as they strive to retain their food 
heritage.

Seemingly contradictory to the objecƟ ve of cultural 
sensiƟ vity is food acculturaƟ on.  Much of the produce 
available at local food retailers is either place specifi c 
or socially acceptable.  Desires to know how to prepare 
foreign foods was a shared senƟ ment amongst 
many parƟ cipants, including foreign born and US 

ciƟ zens. The most commonly referenced produce 
that parƟ cipants are unaware of how to prepare 
are eggplant, persimmon, fi g, greens and arƟ choke.  
Locality specifi c cooking classes that off er instrucƟ on 
on how to prepare healthy meals using commonly 
available ingredients would improve the self-reliance 
of community members by providing them more meal 
opƟ ons.  Providing informaƟ on on food budgeƟ ng and  
food preservaƟ on along with ways to incorporaƟ on a 
few locally-grown ingredients could help families save 
money and increase opportuniƟ es to access healthy 
food. 

Food Democracy
Limited access to healthy food opƟ ons unnecessarily 
and unjustly increases the fi nancial and health burden 
of fi xed-income families, possibly refl ecƟ ng larger 
issues of social jusƟ ce.  East AusƟ n has tradiƟ onally 
contained higher concentraƟ ons of lower-income 
residents as well as minority populaƟ ons.  Using IH-35 
as the physical dividing line, in terms of sheer numbers, 
18 full service grocery stores out of 127 food retailers 
(14%) in eastern Travis County compared to 64 out 
of 191 (34%) in western Travis County. Each store in 
the eastern part of the county serve 20,848 residents 
compared to 10,140 in the west.  Eastern county 
grocery stores serve twice as many residents as stores 
in the west.  Without easy access to full-service grocery 
stores, families face a trade off  between gas and 
groceries. Because of increases in the cost of groceries 
and gasoline, more families may be forced to seek food 
assistance from alternaƟ ve sources, like food pantries, 
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which provide fi lling but not necessarily healthy or 
culturally-appropriate food opƟ ons.  Of consideraƟ on 
then is the shared frustraƟ ons of this ethnically-diverse 
sample of residents from a common geographic area 
which refl ect possible inequiƟ es in food access in 
AusƟ n. 

People, and by extension one’s community, are crucial 
elements in transforming the structural inequiƟ es 
that constrain food access.  To escape the trap of 
performing like a charity instead of a movement, eff orts 
to improve food access must embody food democracy.  
Food democracy promotes the acƟ ve parƟ cipaƟ on 
of individuals in all aspects of the food system, from 
producƟ on to consumpƟ on.  “The transiƟ on to food 
democracy requires that people develop the knowledge 
and skills necessary to acƟ vely parƟ cipate in society and 
to have an impact on diff erent poliƟ cal levels (Levkoe, 
2006).”  OpportuniƟ es that provide people some level 
of food autonomy will help individuals to develop a 
personal narraƟ ve about the value of food security.

RecommendaƟ ons and Resources

• Facilitate local government and non-profi t 
partnerships to pressure chain grocery stores to 
locate in areas lacking a full-service store.
• Conduct a market feasibility study to idenƟ fy 

possible locaƟ ons
• Explore opƟ ons for an incenƟ ve package for 

chain stores to open locaƟ ons in low-income 
areas.

• Ensure uniform store quality across the county.
• Pressure all chain stores to off er a wide variety 

of good quality produce, including organic, to 
keep a clean facility, off er suffi  cient parking 
and staff , and host cooking and tasƟ ng 
demonstraƟ ons.

• Pursue opƟ ons for a farmers’ market or mobile 
farm stand in areas that lack a full-service grocery 
store, like 78617.

• Explore opƟ ons for an African-Amercian-centric 
community garden, perhaps in 78721.
• Pursue key allegiances with appropriate 

non-profi t organizaƟ ons and/or churches 
to engage select community members in 
organizing the garden.

• Off er cooking classes on how to incorporate  
locally-grown ingredients into a meal on a budget.

• Foster an ethnically-diverse local food system.
• Encourage the local producƟ on of tradiƟ onal, 

cultural food ingredients, like nopales or 
diakon radish.

• Provide incenƟ ves for or selecƟ vely invite 
minority farmers to parƟ cipate in the 
farmers’ market.

• Ensure that messaging for a ‘buy local’ 
campaign is culturally-sensiƟ ve.
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Conclusion

Carrying forward the rich agricultural tradiƟ on 
of Texas, the Central Texas region is home to a 
diversity of small to medium-sized farms and 

ranches who rely on the capital city for their primary 
sales outlets.  The future of these agricultural producers 
is in jeopardy though due to burdensome regulaƟ ons, 
diminishing water supplies, and a pervasive culture 
of cheap food.  While the region boasts an extensive 
network of supporƟ ve local government and non-profi t  
resources, raising public awareness about the local food 
system is a priority for farmers.  Of consideraƟ on for the 
region is a ‘buy local’ campaign to publize the rich and 
diverse food resources available within proximity to the  
capital city.  A ‘buy local’ campaign would not only be 
benefi cial for farmers but would also support consumer 
demands for more fresh produce.  In areas that lack a 
full-service grocery store, like 78617, 78721, 78724 and 
78725, knowledge about proximate farmers’ markets, 
farms or community gardens would off er consumers an 
alternaƟ ve source for healthy foods other than nearby 
convenience stores.   

While farmers’ markets and community gardens provide 
an alternaƟ ve soluƟ on to issues of physical access to 
healthy foods, the cost, quality and variety of available 
foods are sƟ ll of concern for consumers.  Due to 
unequitable standards in store quality, and/or the lack 
of a proximate full-service grocery store, consumers are 
traveling outside of their neighbors to purchase food at 
a store perceived to be of high quality.  This causes a 
tradeoff  betwen gas and groceries, parƟ cularly for low-
income families.  Equitable access to quality stores, or 

to alternaƟ ve food sources, is key to ensuring that all  
residents have access to healthy food.  

Access and exposure to healthy food, especially locally-
grown food is one step toward transforming the culture 
of cheap food.  For Central Texas, educaƟ on is key to 
ensuring a just food system for local producers and 
consumers.  EducaƟ on about how to prepare healthy 
meals that incorporate locally-grown ingredients or 
regionally-specifi c produce, on a budget, would broaden 
the food opƟ ons of consumers.  EducaƟ on about the 
locaƟ on of alternaƟ ve food sources would increase the 
customer-base of local farms.  It is imperaƟ ve though 
that disseminaƟ on of this informaƟ on be sensiƟ ve to 
and inclusive of cultural diff erences so as to invite all 
Central Texas residents to parƟ cipate in the future of 
their food system.
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SupporƟ ng Documents
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1992 1997 2002 2007

Bastrop

Number of Farms 1,630 1,765 2,187 2,207
Average Farm Acreage 242 222 193 182
Principal OccupaƟ on: 
Farming

699 703 1,164 839

Principal OccupaƟ on: Other 931 1,062 1,023 1,368
EsƟ mated Market Value of 
Land and Buildings ($/acre)

1,176 1,422 1,859 2,743

% of Land in Farms 69.5 69.0 74.4 70.7
Caldwell
Number of Farms 957 1,068 1,402 1,421
Average Farm Acreage 276 248 217 214
Principal OccupaƟ on: 
Farming

422 447 757 566

Principal OccupaƟ on: Other 535 621 645 855
EsƟ mated Market Value of 
Land and Buildings ($/acre)

948 1,303 1,676 2,317

% of Land in Farms 75.6 75.9 87.3 87.3
Hays
Number of Farms 704 816 1,106 1,136
Average Farm Acreage 658 366 252 207
Principal OccupaƟ on: 
Farming

277 311 522 387

Principal OccupaƟ on: Other 427 505 584 749
EsƟ mated Market Value of 
Land and Buildings ($/acre)

953 1,928 2,877 2,825

% of Land in Farms 100.0 68.8 64.2 54.3

1992 1997 2002 2007

Travis
Number of Farms 1,015 1,038 1,306 1,214
Average Farm Acreage 328 382 229 216
Principal OccupaƟ on: 
Farming

419 382 670 437

Principal OccupaƟ on: Other 596 656 636 777
EsƟ mated Market Value of 
Land and Buildings ($/acre)

1,347 1,285 1,801 2,832

% of Land in Farms 52.6 62.6 47.1 41.4

Williamson
Number of Farms 1,829 2,034 2,510 2,728
Average Farm Acreage 298 265 232 199
Principal OccupaƟ on: 
Farming

893 835 1,245 1,009

Principal OccupaƟ on: Other 936 1,199 1,265 1,719
EsƟ mated Market Value of 
Land and Buildings ($/acre)

1,061 1,569 2,345 2,816

% of Land in Farms 75.8 74.8 81.1 75.7

Reference
United States Department of Agriculture. (2007). Census of Agriculture: 
State and County Profi les: Texas [data fi le]. Retrieved from hƩ p://www.
agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2007/Online_Highlights/County_
Profi les/Texas/index.asp

Appendix A: Census of Agriculture Profi les
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Appendix B: Community Gardens
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Appendix C: Farmers’ Markets
Farmers’ Market Loca  on City Zip Code County Hours Dura  on
Bastrop 1832 Farmers’ Market 1302 Chestnut St. Bastrop 78602 Bastrop Friday, 2:30-6p

Saturday, 10a-2p
Year-round

Bastrop Producers’ Market, Inc. 977 Hwy 71 Bastrop 78602 Bastrop Tuesday - Friday,
11a-7p
Saturday, 9a-6p
Sunday, 12-5p

Year-roundv

River Valley Farmers' Market: Bastrop 116 Ponderosa Dr. Bastrop 78612 Bastrop Saturday, 10a Year-round
River Valley Farmers' Market: Elgin 410 N. Main Elgin 78621 Bastrop Tuesday, 1p Year-round
River Valley Farmers' Market: Smithville Main & 1st Street Smithville 78957 Bastrop Thursday, 1p Year-round
Buda Farmers’ Market 100 S. Houston Street Buda 78610 Hays Saturday, 9a-12p May - Dec.
San Marcos/New Braunfels Farmers 
Market AssociaƟ on: San Marcos

204 S. Edward Gary San Marcos 78666 Hays Tuesday, 3-6p Year-round

Wimberley Farmers' Market 601 Ranch Road 2325 Wimberley 78676 Hays Wednesday, 3-6p Year-round

SFC Farmers’ Market: Downtown 422 Guadalupe St AusƟ n 78701 Travis Saturday, 9a-1p Year-round
SFC Farmers’ Market: Neighborhood 
Farm Stands

locaƟ ons vary AusƟ n Travis hours vary May - August

SFC Farmers’ Market: The Triangle 4700 West Guadalupe AusƟ n 78751 Travis Wednesday, 3-7pm Year-round

Barton Creek Farmers' Market 2901 S Capital of Texas Hwy AusƟ n 78746 Travis Saturday, 9a-1p Year-round
Dripping Springs Farmers' Market The Triangle Dripping Springs 78620 Travis Saturday, 9a-12p March - Nov.
Hope Farmers' Market 414 Waller St. AusƟ n 78702 Travis Sunday, 10a-2p Year-round
Manor Farmers’ Market 104 E. Rector Manor 78653 Travis Wednesday, 4-7p Year-round
Sassy Pea Farmers' Market 10820 E. Crystal Falls Pkwy Leander 78642 Travis Tuesday - Friday, 

9a-1p & 2-5p
Saturday, 9a-1p

Year-round

South AusƟ n Farmers’ Market 2910 South Congress AusƟ n 78705 Travis Saturday, 8a-1p Year-round
Cedar Park Farmers' Market 1890 Ranch Shopping Center Cedar Park 78652 Williamson Saturday, 9a-1p Year-round
Georgetown Farmers' Market: Round 
Rock Market

200 E Bagdad Ave Round Rock 78664 Williamson Saturday, 8a-12p April - Nov.

Georgetown Farmers’ Market 303 East Morrow Street Georgetown 78626 Williamson Thursday, 3:30-6:30p April - Nov.
Georgetown Farmers’ Market: Sun City 
Market

2 Texas Drive Georgetown 78633 Williamson Tuesday, 9a-12p April - Nov.

Georgetown Farmers’ Market: Taylor 
Market

500 N. Main St. Taylor 76574 Williamson Monday/Wednesday, 
3:30-6:30p

May - August
Oct. - Nov.

Pfl ugerville Farmers' Market 901 Old HuƩ o Road Pfl ugerville 78660 Williamson Tuesday, 3-7p May - August 
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Appendix D: Farmer Survey Results
Total acres owned by respondents 578 acres
Total acres rented by respondents 231.25 acres

Number who have enough land 
to grow as much as would like 7
Number who do not have 
enough land 6

InformaƟ on sources (mulƟ ple 
answers)

Number who 
use source

Other farmers 12
Internet 10
ACRES 6
Books 6
Conference 5
Texas AgriLife Extension 4
Texas Organic Farmers and 
Gardeners AssociaƟ on 4
ATTRA 4
Texas Dept. of Agriculture 2
USDA 2
Other: UCSC, Stockman Grassfarmer, 
Growers Alliance of Central Texas

Water sources (mulƟ ple answers)
Private water uƟ lity 1
Publicly-owned water uƟ lity 1
Municipally-owned uƟ lity 3
Rainwater 5
Well 10
Other: Surface water

Plan for reƟ rement
No reƟ rement plan 6
Pass farm along to family 3
Pass along to other farmers 3

Average number of employees (including self)
Full-Ɵ me, paid 4
Part-Ɵ me, paid 5
Unpaid 41

Type of labor respondents employ (mulƟ ple 
answers)

Interns 6
Seasonal 4
Migrant 1
Other: Own children, AusƟ n High students

Employee recruitment sources (mulƟ ple 
answers)

Word of mouth 6
Website/blog/newsleƩ er 5
References from family or 
friends 4
Local Harvest 3
World Wide OpportuniƟ es 
on Organic Farms (WWOOF) 3
Craigslist 2
Newspaper 1
Work in Texas 1
Other: Wheatsville Breeze, ATTRA website

Employ enough people to meet seasonal 
workload of farm
Yes 7
No 3

Members of the household employed off -farm
Yes 5
No 8

Sustain farm without off -farm income

Yes 8
No 5

Percent of household income from farm
0% 1
10% 2
40% 1
95% 1
99% 1
100% 4

Financial Assistance
USDA NaƟ onal InsƟ tute of 
Food and Agriculture Grant 1
Texas Department of 
Agriculture Grant 1
Farm Service Agency Loan 2
Private Financial InsƟ tuƟ on 
Loan 2
None 8
Other: ReƟ red Military, Fundraising
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Market opƟ ons 
(mulƟ ple answers)

Markets use to sell 
farm products

Markets would like to use 
to sell farm products Provide opportuniƟ es for low-income customers (mulƟ ple answers)

Farmers' market 8 0 Accept WIC-FMNP 7
Direct sales to restaurants 8 0 Donate produce to emergency food provider 6
Community supported 
agriculture (CSA) 6 2 Off er work-share opƟ on 4
Wholesale 5 2 Accept SNAP benefi ts 4
Direct sales to stores 5 2 Allow gleaning 3

Farm stand 4 0
ParƟ cipate in farmers’ market in low-income 
neighborhood 2

Delivery service 4 0 Reduce prices for low-income customers 2
Pick-your-own 1 0 Reduced CSA price for low-income customers 1
CooperaƟ ve markeƟ ng 0 1 Other: Welcome all people to farm stand, pre-select customers
Farm to insƟ tuƟ on program 0 1

Other:
A new type of 

cooperaƟ ve market CSA at a farmers’ market

Respondent agreement or disagreement with the following statements Strategies to increase access to locally-grown 
food for low-income residents:
• Cut off  all government welfare.
• Grow their own garden is the best soluƟ on. 
• Partner with insƟ tuƟ ons that provide food 

to the poor.
• More government subsidies for low income 

residents, such as increasing WIC coupon 
amounts or off ering more food stamps 
for fresh produce. Farmers already have 
a low profi t margin. It should not be on 
farmers’ backs to off er high cost food at 
low cost.  The government subsidizes many 
agricultural products. Why not locally-
grown, organic produce?

• OrganizaƟ ons could contract with farmer to 
grow certain crops and arrange distribuƟ on.

• MarkeƟ ng campaign to educate public 
about local farmers. Farms at high schools. 
More city land used for agriculture.

Strongly 
Agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree

I work cooperaƟ vely with other farmers to share informaƟ on and 
resources. 5 7 0 0
I base decisions about my farming pracƟ ces on the requirements 
for agricultural tax-exempƟ on. 0 2 3 7
I base decisions about my farming pracƟ ces on requirements 
for receiving fi nancial assistance from the government. 0 0 2 10
I base decisions about my farming pracƟ ces on what customers 
demand. 9 6 1 1
I base decisions about my farming pracƟ ces on what I like to grow. 5 7 0 0
I base decisions about my farming pracƟ ces on what will be 
most profi table. 2 8 2 0
I would like to grow more specialty crops but am unable due to 
contractual restricƟ ons. 0 0 4 7
I think that it is my responsibility to help meet the food needs 
of low-income community members. 2 4 2 4
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Concerns for farm (mulƟ ple answers) SuggesƟ ons of how Sustainable Food Policy Board can support 
local agriculture:

• Drop the assumpƟ on that “organic” has value.
• Eliminate asinine gov’t regulaƟ ons that do nothing for 

clean healthy food producƟ on and everything to hinder 
producers.

• Encourage new farmers through grants, programs, and 
land access.

• More markeƟ ng, to get the word out about the availability 
and superior quality of locally grown food.  Farmers 
rarely make enough money to budget for any type of 
adverƟ sing.

• Educate the public to the true costs of the food they eat. 
Once they understand, they will see local, nutrient-rich, 
sustainably-grown food as a great value.  EducaƟ on must 
include lessons on establishing prioriƟ es in any budget.

• Promote more cooperaƟ on among farmers rather than 
compeƟ Ɵ on

• Require the County and City to ensure that exisƟ ng farms 
have access to the water they have tradiƟ onally had to 
grow food. Require beƩ er planning.  

• Work with Health Dept. to allow farmers to SAMPLE 
vegetables and fruits without permits and expensive 
requirements. Sales will increase.

• Assist farmers with fi nancial resources and markeƟ ng.
• MarkeƟ ng campaign to educate the public about our local 

farmers and food system.
• Equal promoƟ on of all area farmers, no more 1-3 farmers 

get all the recogniƟ on, events held,newspaper arƟ cles on 
local farmer fi eld days would be a start.

Availability of appropriate supplies (seeds, compost, ferƟ lizers, pesƟ cides) 5
Unnecessary or excessive regulaƟ ons 5
Access to technical assistance 4
MarkeƟ ng 4
TransportaƟ on 4
Access to equipment 3
CreaƟ ng a sustainable business plan 3
Financial Assistance 3
Access to a nearby cerƟ fi ed organic processor 2
Storage 2
TheŌ 2
Trespassing/vandalism 2
Availability of skilled labor 1
Complaints from neighbors concerning farming operaƟ on (i.e. noise, smell) 1
Access to a nearby processing plant 0
Availability of veterinary services 0

Top 5 obstacles to successful and profi table agricultural market in region
1. Availability of water
2. Culture of cheap food/Unpredictable weather
3. Culture of cheap food
4. DistribuƟ on of products/Understanding of what is ‘local’
5. Access to aff ordable water/Burdensome regulaƟ ons

Most referenced obstacles: Culture of cheap food
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by Katherine Phillips

In the 1960s, the State of Texas began granƟ ng property 
tax exempƟ ons for agricultural land use to alleviate 
the tax burden of farmers as Texas land values rose 
(Breyer, 2003).  Since then, the agricultural industry has 
changed; agricultural tax appraisal standards however 
do not refl ect this change.  Standards and processes to 
appraise agricultural land may need to be revised to 
refl ect changing dynamics of the agricultural industry 
in Texas. These revisions will help to ensure consistent 
and equal applicaƟ on of the tax code, parƟ cularly for 
small, urban farms.

Texas Tax Code
The Texas Tax Code defi nes two (2) exempƟ ons from ad 
valorem taxaƟ on applicable to land used for agriculture:

1. Assessment of Lands Designated for Agricultural 
Use applies to both the owner and the land 
(TTC, 23.41-47).  To qualify for the Agricultural 
Use appraisal, agriculture must be the primary 
occupaƟ on and source of income for the owner 
of the land, and the owner must intend to use 
the land for agriculture as an occupaƟ on or for-
profi t business for the coming year.  In this case, 
the state defi nes agriculture as “the use of land to 
produce plant or animal products, including fi sh 
or poultry products, under natural condiƟ ons but 
does not include the processing of plant or animal 
products aŌ er harvesƟ ng or the producƟ on of 
Ɵ mber or forest products. (TTC, 23.42(d)(1))” 

AddiƟ onally, the land must have been devoted 
exclusively to or developed conƟ nuously for 
agriculture for the preceding three years.  The 
applicaƟ on must be resubmiƩ ed each year to 
maintain the designaƟ on.

The appraisal value of the land is esƟ mated 
based on the net income the land would have 
generated for the past fi ve years using prudent 
agricultural management pracƟ ces.  Included in 
the esƟ mate is consideraƟ on of appurtenances 
to the land such as water rights, dams, wells, and 
roads. Other improvements, excluding mineral 
estate and land used for residenƟ al purposes, 
are appraised at market value.  This can be 
detrimental to small or medium farms that rely on 
on-site processing.  On-site processing faciliƟ es 
,such as abaƩ oirs, wineries, and canneries, can 
increase a farm’s revenue, but the market value 
appraisal increases a farm’s costs. Allowing 
processing faciliƟ es under a certain square 
footage to qualify for special appraisal could help 
small farms reduce their operaƟ ng costs.

2. Open Space (TTC, 23.51-59) applies only to the 
land, not also the owner.  To qualify, the land 
must have been devoted primarily to one of the 
following acƟ viƟ es for fi ve of the previous seven 
years: agricultural use to the intensity generally 
accepted in the area, to Ɵ mber, or to the 
producƟ on of forest products; as an ecological 
laboratory used by a college or university; to 
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raising exoƟ c animals that produce tangible items 
of a commercial value; to land that is leŌ  idle or 
cover cropped for parƟ cipaƟ on in a government 
program or as part of agricultural rotaƟ on; or 
to land used for wildlife management.  Once 
qualifi ed, an applicaƟ on for special appraisal 
does not need to be resubmiƩ ed unless the 
land changes use or shiŌ s to another category 
of open space. 

Under SecƟ on 23.56 of the Texas Tax Code, a parcel 
may not qualify for open-space appraisal if it is 
within the jurisdicaƟ onal boundaries of a city or 
township; receives public services comparable to 
other parcels with similar land uƟ lizaƟ on, density, 
and topography; or was not used principally for 
agriculture for the fi ve consecuƟ ve years prior to 
applicaƟ on. If agricultural use of the land stops, the 
owner is subject to a tax rollback and must pay the 
diff erence between the market value tax rate and 
the appraisal rate for the previous fi ve years.  

County Rules and Processes
The rigorously defi ned set of appraisal standards 
can be detrimental for smaller farms. The intensity 
of agricultural acƟ vity occurring on a parcel of land 
qualifying for special appraisal is assessed annually.  
Land use categories and associated producƟ vity 
levels are set by the chief appraiser for each county 
(State Property Tax Board, 1990). All applicaƟ ons for 
special appraisal are categorized and compared to the 
district’s standards.  To receive the annual tax relief, the 

land must meet minimum harvest amounts as well as 
standard agricultural management pracƟ ces, based on 
trends in ferƟ lizer, herbicide, and pesƟ cide applicaƟ on.  
For example, Brad Stuffl  ebeam of Home Sweet Farm 
was almost denied an agricultural exempƟ on because 
his operaƟ on failed to meet the agricultural intensity 
standards of Washington County (Walker, 2009).  Some 
counƟ es may favor certain forms of agriculture over 
others and deny exempƟ ons to small farms that would 
otherwise meet the qualifi caƟ ons for special appraisal 
as defi ned by the State of Texas.   

Recommenda  ons
Tax relief is vital for the survival of small farms in 
Texas (J. Assata, personal communicaƟ on, July 2010) 
and needs to be extended fairly to all agricultural 
operaƟ ons.  An equitable tax system will ensure that all 
farmers seeking special appraisal status have access to 
the informaƟ on used to establish intensity standards in 
their district.   While it might not be possible for each 
appraisal district to provide this informaƟ on directly 
to their consƟ tuencies, partnering with the Texas 
CooperaƟ ve Extension Service could help to expand 
the distribuƟ on of informaƟ on. The Texas CooperaƟ ve 
Extension Service website could serve as host to 
informaƟ on about the tax applicaƟ on and appeals 
process, and intensity standards for agricultural 
producƟ on, both in English and Spanish.  AddiƟ onally, 
the appraisal process should be revised so that site 
visits occur before one’s tax status can be changed.  
AlternaƟ vely, the Texas Tax Code could be revised to 
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set statewide gross producƟ on value standards based 
on parcel size rather than requiring extensive land 
categorizaƟ on and local intensity determinaƟ ons. The 
State of Washington clearly defi nes these thresholds in 
a legislaƟ ve document and does not leave the maƩ er 
up for interpretaƟ on (RCW 84.34.020).  Clarifying the 
intensity standards at a district or state level, not the 
county level, will also help ensure that the process for 
special appraisal is clear and consistent.  
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