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F O O D A C C ESS A ND SE C URI T Y IN T H E ST A T E C O L L E G E A R E A 
 

 
I . Background 
 
Conducting a visioning session about food was essential for assessing the current situation 
regarding food access and security issues in the State College area. From the results of the 
surveys that participants at all six of the community visioning sessions were asked to complete, 
43.75 percent of respondents agreed that having safe, locally grown food that is easier to 
purchase was one of their top three priorities for making the State College area more livable and 
sustainable. This was the highest overall priority throughout all of the visioning sessions, 
demonstrating the important role food has in our lives. There was also a need for a visioning 
session addressing food because this topic has not yet been fully addressed in the State College 
Strategic Plan, the 2010 Citizen Survey, or Resolution 944.  
 
In the 2010 Citizen Survey conducted for the Borough, 70 percent of respondents thought State 
College had good availability of healthy foods. While this is true, there is little information about 
if the food is locally grown or produced and the challenges there are to accessing the healthy 
food available in the State College area. Furthermore, many people do not understand that there 
is a food security and access problem in State College because they have cars and can access the 
grocery stores whenever they need groceries. However, the grocery stores tend to be built up on 
the outskirts of town where there are indeed accessibility issues for students and persons using 
public transportation. 
 
One benefit of conducting a community visioning process for this project is being able to gather 
the opinions of community members in an intimate and open session without an overly formal 
atmosphere. In focus groups, specific questions are asked and any deviation from these questions 
is usually limited. In a community visioning process, the discussion we conducted can serve as 
the beginning of a series of visioning sessions where participants can speak freely and discuss 
food related issues and how they are experienced personally as well as at a community level.  
 
 
I I . Process/M ethods 
 
For the Food Security and Food Access Visioning Session, we chose to target our invitations to 
people who are involved in various aspects of food production and demand around State College. 
We wanted to target people who work with food and have food affect their lives on more than 
only a personal consumption basis.  Our group thought this range of participants would provide 
deeper insight into food-related issues in the greater State College area that we as session 
facilitators might not have known about. As such, we invited the directors of Downtown 
Improvement District, a local Community Supported Agriculture business, the Food Bank, and 
Meals on Wheels as well as food-related entrepreneurs, students and professors involved in food-
related clubs and classes, and many more. We also tried targeting some local restaurant owners 
and grocery store managers, as well as gardeners to participate in this visioning session.  
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In order to communicate our interest in inviting these prospective participants to attend our 
session, we drafted an email with information regarding the session, its location, date, and time, 
as well as background information on the CED 475 integrated capstone class and its purpose. 
Unfortunately, the time frame between these first communications and the event itself was only 
one week. However, we were fortunate to still have thirteen participants attend our session held 
on Tuesday April 5th from 6-8pm at the State College Municipal Building. The actual visioning 
session began shortly after 6pm and ran until about 7:45pm.  
 
The format of our session was much less structured than other visioning sessions conducted for 
this class project, as we did not allocate specific amounts of time to discuss the various topics 
included in our session guide. We did address how the participants defined food security, the 
present strengths and weaknesses in the State College area, the barriers to providing for and 
accessing the local food market, and an outlook to the future for potential changes. The room 
where we held the visioning session was set up in a rectangular format with tables of participants 
sitting around the perimeter of the rectangle. The four members of our project group, serving as 
the facilitators, each sat in one corner of the rectangle so we were dispersed among the 
participants, making the discussion less formal and more comfortable. We also gave each 
participant a name tent which was likely more effective than nametags due to the number of 
people attending the session. 
 
To analyze the information collected from the participants during the given visioning session, 
permission was asked and a tape recorder was used. This was done so that while the facilitators 
were taking some notes, vital information would not be forgotten later on and the session could 
be listened to at a later date for more careful analysis of the key themes from the discussion. The 
survey that participants were also asked to fill out helped us analyze the key priorities for 
community members attending our session as well as for people attending the combined six 
community visioning sessions overall. However, it was critical to have the discussion at the 
visioning session along with the written survey because then we were able to support why 
community members felt certain aspects were more important to them than others.  
 
 
I I I . F indings 
 
Current Situation 
The discussions among people attending this visioning session greatly varied over the course of 
the session. However, the visioning session followed a basic structure that asked participants to 
discuss their opinions of the strengths and weaknesses of the current food security and 
accessibility situation in State College. The ideas and opinions of participants are presented 
below: 
 
Strengths and Possible Assets 
State College is a community with many assets and great potential in areas, not only including 
food. Participants pointed out numerous strengths this community holds that could be used 
toward attaining a greater sense of food security and ability to access that food. At the core of the 
community are both permanent residents and university students who continue to develop 
innovative ideas on how to improve their community, which is one of the most valuable and 
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important characteristics of a successful community. A representative from the State College 
Food Bank shared that State College residents, faith organizations, and Penn State clubs and 
organizations are very responsive to the work that the food bank does by consistently 
volunteering and donating. This has allowed the Food Bank to reach out to other food related 
organizations such as Meals on Wheels and distribute excess produce to community members in 
need.  The Downtown Farmers  Markets, both the market that takes place during the spring and 
summer months on Locust Lane and the winter market that now occurs in the Borough 
Municipal Building, are extremely important to ensuring food security. Visioning session 
participants highlighted the importance of these events time and time again throughout the 
meeting. Using the Municipal Building as a community space was also presented as a strength in 
working towards food security and accessibility goals. Using this space for public community 

those innovative ideas and mutual efforts to join together. Lastly, it was recognized that the 
incoming university student populations, particularly freshmen, should be identified as assets. By 
involving students in greater community efforts earlier in their residency in State College, the 
accomplishment of long term goals could be better achieved.  
 
 
Weaknesses 
The first weakness discussed was the lack of a comprehensive full-service grocery store 
downtown. This was something that the majority of participants saw as a problem for attaining 
strong food security and accessibility within the community. It was also pointed out that 
restaurants and businesses within the borough are generally not sourcing locally available 

is a need for 
 Concerns were presented that food bank 

clients are losing their accessibility to important services that the food bank provides due to new 
transportation restrictions. Many food bank clien
safety policy limiting the number of bags a passenger may transport can make it difficult for 
clients to bring their food back home with them. Improvements to increase community 

arket were also desired by several participants, as many 
people in the State College area seem to be unaware of its existence and location. Finally, one of 
the greatest weaknesses discussed was the educational gap of many people in the community, in 
terms of knowing how to prepare fresh produce whether received from the food bank or 
purchased in the downtown markets and nearby grocery stores.  
 
 
Visions for the F uture 
The ideas generated for the food system of the future in the State College area at the visioning 
session revolved around several major themes: the development of more accessible food 
markets, the awareness and interaction of community members with food production and 
consumption, and improvements for a new food economy. The above themes demand the 
collaboration of community members, businesses, local government and the university. Their 
interdependence and prosperity highlight the uniqueness of the State College area and the 
capabilities  food system.  
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As generated by those attending the visioning session, food security is defined as the ability to 
access nutritious, good quality, affordable food that is safe and abundant within reasonable 
proximity for a pedestrian or user of public transportation. In addition, the food system must 
adequately benefit local farmers and the local food economy. At the very least, people must be 
able to obtain food despite household income and/or have the space and knowledge to grow 
food.  Education of the public and knowledge sharing are essential for the success of these food 
security initiatives. The ideas discussed for achieving the above description of food security will 
be detailed below. 
 
Proximity and Access 
The idea for a grocery store downtown was encouraged by the participants. Although certain 
barriers including high rent expenses and lack of willing company investment were discussed, 
the group still insisted that a downtown grocery store would improve food accessibility for 
community members and students. Suggestions for intermediate modifications would be the 

their stores. Encou  processed goods or to expand their market 
would serve as a transitional change for observing the demand for an expanded food market and 
possibly encouraging the eventual development of a fuller-service grocery store downtown. The 
downtown location of a food market carrying quality, nutritious, and affordable food would 
improve accessibility and diversify downtown business. 
 
Improved transportation to and from existing markets on North Atherton and the Weis Market in 
the Westerly Shopping Center was also suggested.  Passengers are only allowed to carry a 
limited number of bags on the buses because of safety rules instituted by CATA. Modifying the 
rules or designating space for excess grocery baggage could help generate solutions that would 
appease both CATA and passengers carrying grocery bags. 
 
It was also expressed that individuals relying on the food bank as a source of their household 
food may not have the financial capabilities to get to and from the pickup location. Creating 
multiple pick up locations or subsidizing transportation for low-income individuals could be 
beneficial. 
 
Community Integration  
A local community supported agriculture (CSA) farm manager suggested the creation of a 
community kitchen. A community kitchen is designed to be a licensed kitchen space for cooking 
and food processing. Community kitchens are created to alleviate the cost of expensive food 
processing equipment, benefit local food businesses such as caterers or farmers seeking a larger 
space for processing or preparing foods, serve as an incubator for start up businesses and 
entrepreneurs, and create a friendly environment for the interaction of community members.   
 
The benefits of the community kitchen would be multi-faceted for the State College area. Local 
farmers would have the opportunity to preserve some their harvests and market a wider diversity 
of products throughout the year including the winter. This could h
and also increase the presence of local foods in State College. In addition, because of the 
difficulty of distributing fresh foods donated by local gardeners or farmers to the Food Bank or 
Meals on Wheels as discussed earlier, there would be a space and an opportunity to preserve 
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nutritious foods and improve the food security for dependent households. The community 
kitchen would also serve as an education center for learning about cooking, growing and 
preserving food. Most importantly, the kitchen would serve as a space for community members 
to interact and experience together the joys of food and community. Overall, a community 
kitchen would improve the visibility of the local food system and encourage the networking of 
businesses, organizations and community members. 
 
The number of community kitchens in Pennsylvania is currently limited, but with the help of 
Cooperative Extension, Lebanon County has developed a successful model. Some information 
can be found at the following address:  http://eastsidecommunitykitchen.com/Home 
 
Local Food E conomy 
As one participant at the session reminded all attending, at a time of great change due to an 
unstable economy and pending government budget cuts, the present moment is also a time of 
great opportunity. The struggling economy in conjunction with climbing fuel prices puts 
additional stress on businesses and households. A food price shock is impending. The increase in 
prices of imported goods can create incentives for the development and rebuilding of local 
economic resources, especially within the local and community food system. Reducing State 

vulnerable to volatile food prices.  
 
Having more locally grown food depends on distribution (which is instinctively tied to 
preservation capabilities, i.e. a community kitchen) and market incentives both for producers and 
consumers. The market has the ability to create a locally based economy with the guidance of 
producers and consumers. If the demand is present, vendors will supply; if the demand is 
supplied and attractive to consumers, they will buy. The group generated several ideas for 
building this more local food economy. 
 
There could be better collaboration between farmers, restaurants and food markets. If networking 
can be improved, producers will have a better knowledge of what the markets desire and farmers 
can produce directly for the local market. Making local foods more marketable involves making 
the producers and their products more visible. For example, the downtown  
market is successful because of its location and the wide variety of goods sold, whereas the 
winter market has fewer vendors and products and sees less business. In addition to crop 
seasonality issues, the group postulated that the location was not well known. This could be 
addressed by increasing advertising at a low cost through web networking and increased on-line 
postings. Setting up a local area networking portal for the greater State College/Centre County 
area could help connect area farmers and businesses as well as provide information to interested 
consumers. 
 
It was also discussed that people must have a connection with food to understand the importance 
and benefits of a local food economy. Through education and interaction, community members 
and students would be exposed to the intricacies of the food system. Developing gardens on 
elementary, middle school, high school and university school grounds would expose students, 
faculty and staff to the process of growing food and could serve as an educational component. 
One possible example discussed was using 

http://eastsidecommunitykitchen.com/Home
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 connect new student community members to local food 
sources. Having restaurants post descriptions of farms they partner with on their menus would 
also support the development of a local food economy. Making the local food economy more 
visible can assist in marketing its advantages.  
 
In working towards system changes, it is important to understand how individual initiative can 
influence, for example, Borough policy decisions. The Borough modified policies when 
households started planting gardens in right-of-ways. Although it was not previously granted, the 
Borough adapted policies to conform to the c  and support emerging practices. 
Another example was Good Shepherd Lutheran C
that violated zoning laws. Ferguson Township modif
to have and maintain such a garden.  
 
Collaboration is essential for progress.  The potential for an already vibrant, thriving community 
to develop a sustainable local food system is real. As proper collaboration proceeds, progress 
will occur and these visions can be achieved. 
 
 
I V . Summary 
Our visioning session concluded by identifying a wide variety of food security-related strengths 
and weaknesses and proposing many strategies for improvement within the State College area. 
While each proposal is worthy of significant attention, we would suggest that the Borough play a 
larger role in encouraging partnerships between local food producers, consumers, and businesses. 
This would grow the local economy and reduce costs related to food transport, which is an 
important consideration in light of rising fuel prices. In order to create demand for local 
products, stores selling such products could announce them and advertise their benefits. If the 
prices were comparable to national brands, educated consumers would likely begin to choose the 
foods grown nearby. To address the relative lack of fresh food within walking distance of 
downtown , they could become an integral starting point for the 
implementation of this plan. It would be advantageous for them as well to be the one initiating 
the shift in the supply and demand curve because then they would have a leg up on the rest of 
this market in State College.  
 
The lack of a sustainable local food system is a public problem because all citizens need to eat, 
and area food producers need encouragement for production. The Borough can provide these 
initial economic incentives to grow the market. While it would take some capital up front, once a 
local market is well established, community members will thrive, thus raising more income for 
the area and further supporting local businesses and the Borough. By offering incentives to 
private entities such as grocery stores and restaurants to support local foods, the Borough will be 
fulfilling its public duty by supporting its citizens in a socially responsible and holistic manner.  
 
Furthermore, if correctly executed the return on investment will be much greater than the initial 
capital needed to implement the changes. Although the sale of food is not taxed in Pennsylvania, 
the success of food-related businesses could increase local tax income, resulting in funds to 
either reinvest in the local food system or in other important areas like education, affordable 
housing, cultural events, or green energy initiatives. This collaboration will advance the 
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 all of its members, giving 
more agency to local farmers and food producers, who would be less affected by the volatile 
changes in increasingly global food markets. Therefore, the Borough would be wise to seriously 
consider a proposal for creating incentives to promote a more sustainable local food system in 
the near future.  This would  own interests and the interests of community 
members throughout the State College area.  
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V . Appendix 
 

Results of W ritten Survey Administered to  
Participants A ttending the Six Community V isioning Sessions 

Conducted by C E D 475 C lass, Penn State University 
 

Spring 2011, State College, Pennsylvania 
 

Sustainability  Priorities  

  
All  participants   Food  participants  

  
Priority   %  Reported   Priority   %  Reported  

1st  Overall  
Priority*  

Safe,  locally  grown  food    
easier  to  purchase   43.75  

Safe,  locally  grown  food    
easier  to  purchase   83.33  

2nd  Overall  
Priority*  

Develop  network  of  
pedestrian  and  bike  routes   31.25  

Food  production  at  private    
residences  and  community  

gardens   58.33  

3rd  Overall  
Priority*  

Diverse  employment  
opportunties  

that  pay  living  wage   31.25  

Diverse  employment  
opportunties  

that  pay  living  wage   41.67  
 
* This indicates the number of people who mentioned this item as any sustainability priority. It is 
not weighted according to whether the participant marked this item as their 1st, 2nd, or 3rd 
priority.  The original survey had presented a list of 14 possible sustainability priorities for the 
State College area and asked respondents to identify their 1st , 2nd and 3rd sustainability priorities 
from that specific list. 

 
Current  Employment  

  

All  participants  
(%)  

Food  participants  
(%)  

Not  
Employed   30.23   50  

Part-‐time   30.23   10  

Full-‐time   39.53   40  
 

Penn  State  Affiliation  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

Student   20   4  

Employee   11   2  

Alumni   7   3  
Not  

Affiliated   8   1  
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No.  of  Years  in  State  College  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

Mean   11.37   9.45  

Median   5   6  

Maximum   40   25.5  

Minimum   0   2  

Primary  Residence  Location  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

PSU  Campus   2   0  
Borough  of  

SC   19   5  

College  Twp   3   0  

Patton  Twp   7   1  
Ferguson  
Twp   5   4  

Harris  Twp   2   0  

Other   3   0  
 
 

Home  Ownership  

  
All  participants   Food  Participants  

Own   20   5  

Rent   20   5  

 
 

No.  of  People  in  Household  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

Mean   2.75   2.4  

Median   2   2  

Maximum   11   4  

Minimum   1   1  
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No.  of  Children  in  Household  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

Mean   0.275   0.1  

Median   0   0  

Maximum   3   1  

Minimum   0   0  
 
 

Age  Demographic  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

18-‐24  
years   14   4  
25-‐34  
years   1   0  
35-‐44  
years   3   1  
45-‐54  
years   6   2  
55-‐64  
years   7   2  

65  years  
or  older   2   1  

 
 

Sex  

  

All  
participants  

Food  
Participants  

Male   21   5  

Female   28   5  
 


