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State Initiatives Supporting 
Healthier Food Retail: 
An Overview of the National Landscape
In recent years, leading public health authorities have recommended 
improving the retail food environment to make healthier foods more accessible 
among underserved populations. This is one among a portfolio of strategies 
that can support individuals and families in improving diet and may lead to 
preventing or reducing obesity.1,2  To implement this strategy, some states have 
enacted legislation to attract full-service grocery stores and supermarkets to 
underserved communities and to improve the quality of the foods that are 
sold at small corner stores (collectively referred to as “healthier food retail 
legislation” in this document).  In addition to the health benefits of such 
initiatives, communities may realize economic benefits as well, including 
job creation and community-wide revitalization.3  Food retail outlets, such 
as grocery stores and supermarkets, can serve as “anchors” to other types of 
commercial development and may increase retail activity, employment rates, 
and property values in surrounding neighborhoods.4

This document provides public health practitioners, their partners, and policy 
makers with useful information about the rationale for and characteristics of 
healthier food retail legislation enacted in the last decade. Action steps that 
public health practitioners can use to support Healthier Food Retail (HFR) 
initiatives in their state are provided, as well as legislative data and other 
resources.   

Rationale for Healthier Food Retail Access 
Research suggests that people living near full-service grocery stores tend to have healthier diets, including higher intakes 
of fruits and vegetables5-7 and lower levels of obesity.5,8  However, residents living in low income, rural, and minority 
communities often have poor access to supermarkets and other types of vendors selling healthier foods.9,10  For residents 
in these areas, convenience stores and other small grocery or corner stores may be more common than supermarkets.9,11,12 
These stores generally stock little or no produce13,14 because of limited space or equipment, and they may charge more 
for the healthier foods that are available.10,15-17  This lack of access to healthier foods may make it more difficult for 
neighborhood residents to maintain a nutritious diet that supports normal weight and optimal health.

National Healthy Food Financing Initiative 

Interest in healthier food retail has extended beyond states to the national level.   
With bipartisan support, a resolution supporting a national fresh food financing 
initiative was introduced into the House of Representatives in December 2009.   
In his 2011 and 2012 budget proposals, President Obama proposed funding for a 
Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) that aims to increase access to healthier 
foods in underserved communities.  Bipartisan legislation for HFFI was introduced 
in both the House of Representatives and the Senate in November 2010.  

The United States Departments of Agriculture (USDA), Health and Human 
Services, and Treasury are collaboratively working to address limited access to 
healthier foods through various grant opportunities and other resources.  See 
“Creating Access to Healthy Affordable Food” at http://apps.ams.usda.gov/
fooddeserts/ for more information. 
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Nevada 
SB 229, 
Chapter 

198 
2005 Program/

Initiative 

Task Force/

Grocery Store/
Supermarket Tax Incentive X X X 

Nevada 
SB 352, 
Chapter 

407 
2007 

Advisory 
Committee, 
Program/
Initiative 

Task Force/

Grocery Store/
Supermarket Tax Incentive X X X X 

New Mexico HJM 10 2007 Advisory 
Committee 

X X 

New York 
S59-B,

 Chapter 
#59 

2009 Program/
Initiative 

Other = Food Market
 (for Profit, Nonprofit, 

Food Cooperative) 
Grants, Loans X X X X X X X 

New York State Urban Development 
Corporation  in Consultation with 

Department of Agriculture and 
Markets 

Oklahoma HB3015 2010 Program/
Initiative 

Task Force/

Grocery Store/ 
Supermarket, 

Small or Corner Store 
Loans Oklahoma Department of Agriculture,

Food, and Forestry 

Pennsylvania HR 13 2003 Advisory 
Committee 

X X 

Pennsylvania SB 1026 
Act 22 2004 

Program/
Initiative; 

Appropriations,
$150,000,000 

Grocery Store/
Supermarket, Farmers 

Market 
Grants, Loans X X X X X X X Common Wealth Financing Authority 

Pennsylvania HB 2579, 
Act 7A* 2004 Appropriations

$10,000,000 
Grocery Store/
Supermarket Not Specified X Department of Community and 

Economic Development 

Pennsylvania HB 815, 
Act 1A* 2005 Appropriations

$10,000,000 
Grocery Store/
Supermarket Not Specified X Department of Community and 

Economic Development 

Pennsylvania SB 2499, 
Act 2A* 2006 Appropriations

$10,000,000 
Grocery Store/
Supermarket Not Specified X Department of Community and 

Economic Development 

Pennsylvania HB 2233, 
Act 115 2008 Program/

Initiative 
Grocery Store/
Supermarket Grants X Department of Community and 

Economic Development 

Texas SB 343 2009 
Task Force/

Advisory 
Committee 

X X 

Appropriations included in this table represent only monies stipulated in the actual bill language. This does not represent an exhaustive search of budget bills and General Appropriations Acts. 

Data Sources: 
•	 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Database of State Legislative and Regulatory Action to Prevent Obesity and Improve Nutrition and Physical Activity. Date accessed July 1, 2009; March 1, 2011. 


Available at http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/DNPALeg/
 
•	 National Conference of State Legislatures. Healthy Community Design and Access to Healthy Food Legislation Database. Date accessed August 11, 2009. Available at http://www.ncsl.org/?tabid=13227 
•	 *Patricia L. Smith, The Reinvestment Fund, personal communication, May 21, 2009. 
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Action Steps 
Public health practitioners can take part in a variety of activities to inform decisions about Healthier Food Retail (HFR) 
initiatives. For example, in states considering HFR legislation, decision makers may ask public health practitioners to 
provide state specific data on increasing healthier foods in underserved areas or to assess the health impact of proposed 
policy solutions. It is important to remember that each state has different laws and agency-based rules that dictate the role 
state employees can take in the policy process. Before beginning work on public health policy issues, state public health 
practitioners should understand the legal parameters that govern their activities. It should also be noted that Federal funds 
cannot be used for lobbying, as defined by any activities that are designed to influence action in regard to a particular piece 
of pending legislation. Practitioners may decide to consult their health department’s office of general council while working 
on HFR policy initiatives. 

The action steps presented below are relevant to health practitioners working to inform initiatives that seek to increase 
healthier food and beverage options in underserved communities. The action steps closely align with the Health Policy and 
Environmental Change (HPEC) core competencies identified by the Directors of Health Promotion and Education.18  The 
HPEC model describes how health practitioners can effectively work to support policy and environmental approaches to 
address critical public health issues. 

To inform statewide healthier food retail initiatives, public health practitioners and their partners can: 

Collect, Analyze, and Present Data 
•  Identify communities in your state that lack adequate access to food retail venues that routinely stock and 

sell affordable healthier food and beverage options. Activities may include mapping areas of the state that are 
underserved for HFR access or conducting assessments at the community-level on in-store availability, cost, and 
quality of healthier foods. Often this work can be done with partners in city or county planning offices, universities, or 
departments of agriculture, particularly those with expertise in Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping.  
To assist with this effort, see CDC’s Healthier Food Retail: Beginning the Assessment Process in Your State or Community 
at  http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/downloads/HFRassessment.pdf. 

•  Prepare reports, fact sheets, and other materials that include health data that demonstrate the need to improve 
the food environment and increase access to healthier food in the state.  This may be done in response to specific 
requests from decision makers (e.g., members of a legislative task force, committee staffers, or agency directors) who 
are responsible for studying the issue or recommending policy solutions to address it. Messaging materials also can be 
developed to educate the public on the benefits of HFR initiatives.  

•  Collect data that illustrates the co-benefits of HFR initiatives to multiple partners, include cost benefit data 
that will be useful to decision makers. Identify potential partners in other state agencies that may benefit from HFR 
initiatives (e.g., the State Redevelopment Agency or Department of Agriculture). Collect data that will demonstrate public  
health impact, economic development through job creation or revenue generation, and community revitalization. 

•  When invited, present health data or information at committee hearings and other venues.    

•  Consult subject matter experts (SMEs) with experience in HFR research and policy development. SMEs, such as 
university or national organization representatives who have been working on HFR initiatives, can assist with the initial 
assessment of underserved areas in your state that will most benefit from HFR policy initiatives. SMEs can facilitate the 
collection of relevant data that is important to key partners, stakeholders, and decision makers. 

Work with Partners 
•  Convene key stakeholders and partner groups, or become a member of an existing coalition assessing HFR 

issues in your state.  

•  Collaborate with non-traditional partners or partners outside of public health, such as agriculture, the grocery 
industry, transportation, state planning, economic development, education, civil rights, faith, and youth 
advocacy.  Consider common or overlapping goals and determine how healthier food retail policies can help address them.  

•  If HFR legislation is enacted, work with the implementing agency to ensure that public health goals are 
addressed.   This could include helping to develop guidelines for the program or initiative created by legislation.  
This may also include monitoring the implementation of the legislation. 
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State Example:  Louisiana  
In 2008, the Louisiana State Senate passed Resolution 112 (SR 112, Duplessis, 
Regular Session, 2008) that created a task force called the Healthy Food Retail 
Study Group. The Study Group was responsible for investigating the lack of access 
to healthier foods in rural and urban communities across Louisiana; developing 
recommendations to address the problem; and submitting a formal report of 
its findings to the State Legislature.22  A state senator provided leadership for 
the legislation as well as staff resources for the work of the Study Group.  The 
Healthy Food Retail Study Group had diverse membership from both public and 
private sectors, with expertise in economic and agricultural development, grocery 
retail, public health, finance, and community food security. The Study Group was 
coordinated by staff of the Commerce Committee of the Louisiana State Senate and 
the Prevention Research Center at Tulane University.  In addition, national experts 
from The Food Trust and The Reinvestment Fund collaborated with the Study 
Group. They brought their experience from administering the Fresh Food Financing 
Initiative (FFFI) in Pennsylvania, where they developed a comprehensive approach 
to increasing availability of healthier food in the state. This FFFI framework is 
currently being replicated in several states.23   

The primary recommendation to the legislature was to establish a statewide financing program that provides grants and 
loans to supermarkets, grocery stores, farmers markets, and other food retail outlets selling healthier foods in underserved 
communities. The report suggested modeling the proposed financing program after the successful FFFI, and included specific 
recommendations for program implementation. The Study Group’s recommendations are available in the Report of the Healthy 
Food Retail Study Group:  Recommendations for a Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing Program at  http://prc.tulane.edu/ 
uploads/Report_Healthy_Food_Retail_Study_Group_final_27Feb2009.pdf. 

After the submission of the report and recommendations to the Louisiana State Senate, a second bill was passed in 2009 
titled, The Healthy Food Retail Act  (SB 299, Act 252, Duplessis, August 15, 2009). The Act authorized a statewide financing 
program to attract healthier food retail venues to underserved neighborhoods in Louisiana. The program would provide 
grants and loans to various types of projects that would increase access to healthier foods, including new construction of 
supermarkets, store renovations, farmers markets, and mobile markets. Although the Act was adopted, as of January 2011, no 
funds have been appropriated to the financing program.  

A similar process was undertaken at the local level.  In May 2007, the New Orleans City Council passed a resolution creating 
a Food Policy Advisory Committee to develop recommendations to address access to fresh food in New Orleans.  One of the 
primary recommendations was the creation of a fresh food retailing program that would provide grants and loans to food 
retail projects in underserved areas.24   The city created the Fresh Food Retailers Initiative program which provides loans to 
supermarkets, grocery stores, and other fresh food retailers.  The city is making $7 million available in Disaster Community 
Development Block Grant money, to be matched 1 for 1 by a private financing organization, for a total of $14 million.25 

Legislative Data Resources: 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Database of State Legislative and Regulatory Action to Prevent Obesity and Improve 
Nutrition and Physical Activity. Provides a searchable database for state legislation and regulatory actions related to obesity, 
nutrition, and physical activity. Available at http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/DNPALeg/. 

National Conference of State Legislatures. Healthy Community Design and Access to Healthy Food Legislation Database. 
Provides a searchable database for state legislation related to access to healthy foods.  Available at http://www.ncsl. 
org/?tabid=13227. 

Nguyen, L., Kong, J., Barnhart, K., Eyler, A., & Brownson, R. (2011). State Legislative Search Guide. Provides a searchable 
database for state legislative information for all 50 states. Available at http://prcstl.wustl.edu/Documents/2011%20State%20 
Legislative%20Search%20Guide%20(2).pdf. 
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