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Introduction  

 

In 2021, the world is reeling from the devastation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Over 165 million people have been infected and more than 3.4 million lives have been 

lost (World Health Organization, 2021). Scientists are only beginning to understand the 

long-term health implications of the virus, which may include a higher risk for life-long 

heart, lung, and brain issues (Mayo Clinic, 2021). And the impacts of the pandemic 

reach far beyond public health. Most countries around the world face an economic 

recession where millions of workers have lost their jobs (BBC, 2021). The climate crisis 

continues to worsen as the last seven years have been the warmest ever recorded on 

Earth (NASA, 2020), and the global COVID-19 pandemic stands to represent a new era 

of infectious disease as a result (Harvard University, 2021). Struggles for social and 

racial justice endure as police violence repeatedly takes the lives of civilians, especially 

Black Americans who are over 3 times more likely to be killed by the police than white 

Americans (Schwartz & Jahn, 2020). Hunger, undernourishment, and a lack of access 

to healthy food also persists. Within the past five years the number of hungry people 

across the world has reached nearly 690 million, an increase of more than 10 million 

people, or 8.9%, since 2014 (United Nations, 2015). The pandemic has also caused a 

spike in acute hunger with nearly 300 million people across the globe struggling to 

access enough food due to supply chain shortages, conflict, and instability, 

representing an increase of more than 111 million people since last year (The World 

Bank, 2021). 

Upon reflection, we are in crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed and 

exacerbated long-present fractures in our systems. Across the world people face 

illness, displacement, underemployment, state violence, and inadequate nourishment. 

After centuries of extraction and exploitation under capitalism and white supremacy, 

the destruction and harm to individual bodies, psyches, and spirits, as well as collective 

communities, cultures, and societies, has become untenable. The pain and suffering 

inflicted by these systems has long been borne by poor people and communities of 

color, who have been rendered invisible and ignored by those with privilege. And yet, 

inequality and inequity still grow, swallowing more of us every day. African-American 

political activist and food justice organizer Fannie Lou Hamer told us, “Nobody’s free 

until everybody’s free.” Only together will we unburden ourselves and heal from these 

harmful systems. Only together will we envision and co-create another world; one 

where life on Earth flourishes. 



 3 

Just transition is a framework for transforming our systems to better support life on 

Earth. Rooted at the intersection of labor organizing and environmental justice and 

advanced by frontline workers and low-income communities of color, just transition is 

based on the idea that: 

 

An economy based on extracting resources from a finite ecosystem faster than 
the capacity of the system to regenerate will eventually come to an end – either 

through collapse or intentional reorganization” (Mascarenhas-Swan, 2017, 56).  

 

A just transition will require paradigm-shifts in our most fundamental systems, which 

includes reorienting our current industrialized corporate food system toward food 

sovereignty (Climate Justice Alliance, 2021). While the conventional food system is 

touted for “meeting the world’s effective demand for food” (World Bank, 2007, 8), 

today 690 million people worldwide suffer from chronic undernourishment (United 

Nations, 2015). Failing to feed people is not the conventional food system’s only 

shortcoming. It is well documented that the conventional food system contributes 

directly to the rapidly worsening social, environmental, public health, and economic 

crises described above, including climate change, increased diet-related illness, 

decimation of rural livelihoods, and political disempowerment (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; 

Altieri, 2009; Holt-Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011). It is evident that the neoliberal corporate 

food regime is ineffective and hazardous at best, and lethal at worst. A transition 

toward food sovereignty is urgent. As described in the Declaration of Nyéléni (2007): 

 

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 
produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to 

define their own food and agriculture systems. It puts the aspirations and needs 
of those who produce, distribute, and consume food at the heart of food 

systems and policies rather than the demands of markets and corporations. It 
defends the interests and inclusion of the next generation. 

 

The call for food sovereignty first emerged in the 1990s from the international 

peasants’ movement, shifting the conversation beyond equitable food access and 

toward fundamental rights and control over land, resources, and markets. Today, 

organizations and communities across the world work to build food sovereignty through 

initiatives that shift control of resources and decision-making away from the corporate 
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food regime and into the hands of community members. In the United States, some of 

the strongest examples of food sovereignty projects are led by people of color who are 

working to redistribute land, teach food production skills, connect rural and urban 

spaces, and restore power in community (Penniman, 2018; Brones, 2018).   

Local food systems have the potential to support a just transition. Local food systems 

are known for sustaining shorter supply chains, fostering vibrant community-based 

economies, utilizing environmentally friendly growing practices, and promoting food 

justice and health equity (Altieri, 2000; Gibson-Graham, 2006; DeLind, 2002; Holt-

Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011), and thus have the potential to play a key role in sustaining 

us into the future. Yet, local food systems are imperfect and remain rooted in the 

existing inequitable systems that we seek to transform and can also reproduce and 

perpetuate harm. For example, the local food system produces food that is often 

unaffordable for poor people, requiring economic privilege to participate (Alkon & 

Agyeman, 2011). In addition, local food spaces are often curated as “white spaces”, 

making local food geographically and culturally inaccessible to many people of color 

(Slocum, 2006). The local food system also often permits the exploitation of farm 

workers and fails to provide a livable wage for many small-scale farmers (Landry et al., 

2021; Galt, 2013; National Family Farm Coalition, 2021). Access to land and financing 

have been systematically denied to Black farmers in the United States through 

discriminatory USDA policies, resulting in a landscape where less than 1.5% of farms 

are Black owned (Hinshaw, 2021; United States Census Bureau, 2017). In short, local 

does not inherently mean more sustainable, more equitable, or more resilient (Born & 

Purcell, 2006).  

In the wake of the COVID-19 crisis and amidst the rapidly worsening effects of climate 

change, both of which intensify the precarity of our food system, it is critical that we 

identify a way forward that is rooted in equity and resilience. If food sovereignty is a 

pathway toward structural food systems change and a just transition toward a better 

world, how do we advance toward this vision? Likely, the local food system is a 

steppingstone along this pathway. To shape the local food system toward becoming 

more resilient, sustainable, and equitable, we must understand how it functions to both 

promote and inhibit these underlying principles.  

This project analyzes the local food system response to the COVID-19 pandemic as an 

entry point for understanding how the local food system demonstrates resiliency and 

vulnerability during acute crisis. Through this lens we gain insight into areas where the 

local food system excels in supporting a just transition toward resilience, sustainability, 

and equity, as well as areas where it inhibits or abates progress toward these goals.  
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This project investigates these questions by analyzing changes in household food 

provisioning during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic in Massachusetts. Through 

interviews with community members, we assess how people have adapted their food 

provisioning and consumption strategies and what role the local food system played in 

feeding their households. We also talked to people about how they make food 

provisioning decisions and what values inform their decision-making. By listening to 

residents speak about their experiences in their own words, we learn about how the 

local food system serves people and where it falls short. As we deepen this 

understanding, we gain insight into the potential for the local food system to carry us 

toward our vision of a just and liberated future for all. 
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Key Findings  

The local food system demonstrated resilience during the 

COVID-19 pandemic  

1. Middle and high-income participants experienced ample opportunities for 

food provisioning from a constellation of sources despite shortcomings of the 

conventional food system. 

2. Local food retailers adapted quickly and made people feel safe.  

3. Farm stores served as a safe food access point for many, including low-

income people using SNAP, especially early in the pandemic. 

4. Local food home delivery services developed rapidly and created new local 

food access points, especially for SNAP beneficiaries, disabled people, and 

high-risk people.   

5. Rapid and innovative cross-sector collaboration among food producers, 

municipalities, community-based organizations, and local food retailers met 

emergency food needs quickly, with a focus on providing access to fresh 

produce. 

6. Community-based programs expanded food access, promoted food 

sovereignty, and fostered community leadership during the pandemic.  

7. Direct engagement with farms and gardens left a strong and lasting 

impression on individuals, reifying and amplifying food values.  

8. The pandemic deepened commitments to supporting local communities and 

economies, which brought joy, security, and solidarity.  
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9. Food sharing and mutual aid expanded in new ways. 

10. Innovative college dining programs increased student access to locally 

grown vegetables.  

11. Participants ate more locally produced food during the pandemic and their 

food experiences were often positive.  

The local food system demonstrated vulnerability during the 

COVID-19 pandemic  

12. Participants with limited financial resources faced restricted access to 

healthy foods and experienced pervasive feelings of stress and anxiety as a 

result. 

13. College programs aimed at increasing student food security had unintended 

negative consequences.  

14. Participants who could afford local food ate more local food – but only when 

it was safe and convenient to procure. 

15. The local food system could have served people better and in more diverse 

ways. 
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Background 

In early 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic brought an 

abrupt halt to life-as-usual for people across the 

world. In the United States, businesses shut down 

and people were asked to stay at home for all but 

necessary activities. In the days and months that 

followed, millions of people across the nation were 

faced with an urgent predicament -- how to safely 

provision groceries to feed their households.  

While food provisioning is often considered a routine 

chore, food choices and experiences of food 

provisioning vary widely based on race, ethnicity, 

class, gender, culture, age, ability, and geography. 

These identities, and their intersections, shape 

where people get food, what foods they chose, and 

how they prepare meals (DeVault, 1991; Counihan, 2004). 

In the United States, income inequality is a major driver of food insecurity (Holleman & 

Conti, 2020) and plays a significant role in impacting the amount and types of food 

households can afford. Job losses and economic insecurity as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic exacerbated both income equality and food insecurity during 2020. In 

Massachusetts, food insecurity rates increased 55% between 2019 and 2020. Because 

systemic racism intersects with income inequality, food insecurity impacts 

communities of color at higher rates. During the COVID-19 pandemic 58% of Latinx 

adults and 45% of Black adults living in Massachusetts were food insecure as 

compared to 24% of white adults (Greater Boston Food Bank, 2021). While food 

insecure households were highly impacted by food provisioning challenges, households 

across demographics had to restructure their food provisioning habits and adapt to new 

ways of acquiring, cooking, and consuming food during the pandemic. 

As millions of Massachusetts residents began to navigate this restructuring of daily 

“feeding work” (DeVault, 1991), staff at Community Involved in Sustaining Agriculture 

(CISA), had immediate questions around how well the local food system was serving 

its community amidst the pandemic conditions and how they may be able to support 

local food system players to feed area residents with locally grown products. CISA 

describes its mission here: 
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CISA is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization that envisions a resilient and diverse 
local food economy, in which farms are viable, working conditions are fair and 

just for owners and workers, the environment is respected, and locally grown 
food is available to all. To strive toward this mission, CISA engages farmers, food 

businesses, and local community members throughout western Massachusetts 
to build community support for local agriculture and help those businesses 

remain viable and vibrant (Community Involved in Sustaining Agriculture, 2021).  

 

In spring 2020, we began conversations with 

Margaret Christie, Special Projects Director at 

CISA, to develop research questions that would 

help address these concerns, which resulted in this 

project.  

The goal of our project is to provide CISA and the 

wider local food community (i.e., producers, 

processors, distributors, retailers, policymakers, 

organizers, and community members) with 

meaningful insights into how the local food system responded and adapted to meet 

local food needs during the COVID-19 pandemic. This project provides qualitative 

analysis of individual experiences accessing food in Massachusetts during the 

pandemic to infer how the local food system demonstrated resiliency and vulnerability 

in the face of crisis. 
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Research Questions & Limitations 

This research project investigates how household food provisioning, preparation, and 

consumption habits have been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and how those 

experiences vary across income level. 

Through analysis of qualitative interview 

data and photo journal submissions we 

examine the role the local food system 

played in meeting household food 

needs, how Massachusetts residents 

feel about “feeding work” (DeVault, 

1991) during the pandemic, how they 

make sense of their food experiences, 

and how those experiences both shape 

and are shaped by their values.  

We pose the following research questions: 

• How have food provisioning, preparation, and consumption habits changed for 

households during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

• What practical strategies are people using to obtain the kinds of food they need?  

• How are people making sense of the collective experience of disrupted food 

provisioning systems? 

• What political or moral meanings do people attribute to these new conditions?  

Based on real experiences of residents during the COVID-19 pandemic, this research 

helps us understand where and how the local food system demonstrated resilience in 

adapting to the pandemic, as well as where it has demonstrated vulnerability. By paying 

attention to areas of successful adaptation we learn about potential opportunities to 

expand and fortify those areas. By paying attention to areas where adaptations were 

less successful, we learn about areas of the food system that are vulnerable and may 

need further adaptation in order to support a just transition toward resilience, 

sustainability, and equity.   

The broader research questions which drive this project include:  

• How has the local food system demonstrated resilience and vulnerability during 

the COVID-19 pandemic?  
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• What lessons about building food system resilience can we gain from 

understanding people’s food provisioning experiences during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

This research project focuses on 

sharing perspectives of ordinary people 

navigating the task of feeding their 

households during the COVID-19 

pandemic. There are many other factors 

to consider when assessing the local 

food system response to the pandemic, 

therefore this research should not be 

considered a comprehensive analysis. 

Instead, this project is an opportunity to 

hear from people in their own words and through their own eyes about their food 

experiences during the first year of the pandemic. By deepening our understanding of 

these experiences, we may gain meaningful insights around building a more resilient 

local food system. 

In addition, this research is limited by its small sample size – we spoke with 27 people 

out of millions of Massachusetts residents. In addition, despite efforts to recruit diverse 

research participants, most of the people we talked to identified as white, female, and 

living in western Massachusetts. For a more compete overview of who we spoke with 

as a part of this project, see the section titled Participant Demographics.  

Furthermore, the researchers also identify as white, female, and living in western 

Massachusetts. One of the researchers identifies as working class and queer, while the 

other identifies as a young person/youth. We recognize that our identities and 

positionality have influenced this project, including in the research design, data 

collection strategies, and data analysis. 
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Methods 

 

This research project uses qualitative methods to address the research questions 

outlined above. Data was collected using participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, and photo food journals.  

Data was collected between July and October 2020 from 27 individuals living in 

Massachusetts (𝑛 = 27), concentrated in the Boston’s metro west region and in the 

Connecticut River Valley of western Massachusetts.  

Participant Observation 

The researchers conducted remote participant observation of online and in-person local 

food marketing spaces between July and October 2021. This included reviewing 

websites, social media posts, and marketing materials of local food retailers across the 

state, as well as visiting local food retailers in western Massachusetts. Observations 

were documented through field notes. 

Interviews 

The researchers conducted 27 semi-structured interviews which lasted between 25 

and 60 minutes. Interviews were conducted via phone or video call to comply with 

COVID-19 safety protocols. Afterward, interviews were transcribed and a code 

framework was developed and applied to identify themes within the interviews. The 

researchers used qualitative data analysis software to assist with coding. 

Photo Journals 

All participants were invited to submit up to six photos of recent groceries or meals, 

which were used to guide the interviews and elicit reflections. Participants were asked 

not to include photos of people, only of foods they recently consumed. Photo 

interpretations and reflections were recorded within the interview transcripts. The 

photos included in this report were taken and submitted by our research participants.  
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Participant Demographics 

Gender 

Most participants were female, making up 66% of 

those we spoke with. The second largest group 

was male (24%), while 7% of participants 

identified as non-binary and 3% identified as 

gender nonconforming.  

 

Race 

Most participants we spoke with were white 

(69%). 8% were Black or African American, 

another 8% were Latino/a/x, and approximately 

2% were Asian or Asian American. In addition, 

about 13% of participants described their race as 

“Other,” describing their ethnicity as Jewish, 

Turkish, Middle Eastern, Portuguese American, 

and Armenian.  

Age 

We spoke with adults across ages. About one-third 

of participants were between the ages of 45 and 

59, 20% were over 60, and about 17% were 

between 25 and 34 or between 35 and 44. The 

smallest percentage of participants were between 

the ages of 18 and 24 (16%).  
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Household Income 

The household income of participants was 

well distributed. The largest percentage of 

participants had a household income 

between $50,000 and $99,000 per year 

(37%), more than a quarter had a household 

income less than $25,000 per year (26%), 

and about 15% had a household income 

over $150,000 per year or between $25,000 and $49,000 per year. The smallest 

percentage of participants had a household income between $100,000 and $149,000 a 

year (7%).  

Household Structure 

Nearly half of all participants were married or partnered 

(45%) while 20% of them described themselves as 

single. 17% had roommates or housemates and 18% 

said that they had children in the household.  

 

 

Geographic Location  

Three-quarters of participants lived in western Massachusetts while one-quarter lived in 

eastern Massachusetts. 
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Findings 

 

The local food system demonstrated immense resilience during the first year of the 

COVID-19 pandemic through its flexibility and adaptability. Within days of shutdowns 

and recommended stay at home orders many local food retailers revamped their 

business models to include curbside pickup and/or home delivery – key food 

distribution adaptations that helped people feel safe accessing food, especially in the 

earliest days of the pandemic when 

very little information about virus 

transmission was available. When 

paired with cash assistance 

programs like SNAP and HIP, 

participants felt that local food was 

not only more affordable but was 

oftentimes more accessible and 

almost always higher quality.  

Aside from creating convenient and 

accessible food access outlets, 

participants across income levels 

expressed feelings of connection, joy, and gratitude associated with their local food 

provisioning experiences. Participants shared a common sentiment – if they could 

afford to consistently buy more locally grown food, they would. Participants feel that 

local purchasing connects them to their community, a value that many expressed with 

passion. In fact, despite being physically distanced during the pandemic, many 

participants felt that they deepened their connection to their community through their 

participation in the local food system. Participants shared their commitments and 

intentions to continue fostering this connection to community through the local food 

economy.  

These findings suggest that the local food system demonstrated resilience during the 

first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. The local food system excels at adaptation, which 

is a key condition for resilience. With shorter supply chains and more flexible business 

models, food businesses were able to adjust their distribution models quickly to meet 

people’s needs. New local food home delivery businesses were launched within days 

of the pandemic’s onset, bringing fresh food to people’s doorsteps.  Farm stores 

quickly switched to curbside pick-up and set up rigorous COVID-19 safety protocols 
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that participants felt more comfortable with than conventional food retailers. Because 

many local food businesses have a mission to serve people across income levels, many 

were also able to accept SNAP and HIP payments, particularly for curbside pick-up. To 

date, most major supermarkets do not accept SNAP for curbside pick-up. This created a 

critical food access point for people considered high-risk for COVID-19, as well as for 

people with low income.  

When SNAP and HIP were not sufficient for meeting food needs, local food producers 

partnered with municipalities and community-based organizations to provide 

emergency food, supplying essential fresh fruits and vegetables to food boxes usually 

filled with packaged and processed foods. Colleges and universities also stepped up to 

ensure student food needs were met during the pandemic, with an emphasis on local 

food. Participants told us about a college-sponsored farm share program made available 

for free to students. Again, the local food system demonstrated a commitment to 

nutritious, high-quality food that the conventional food system could not always meet. 

These adaptations represent the ways a food system can adjust its priorities when it 

functions to serve its community, rather than to earn profit.  

Beyond meeting food needs, the local food system excelled at creating community, an 

essential human need. Participants spoke with reverence for their local food producers, 

as well as about their experiences growing their own food, engaging with agricultural 

landscapes, and participating in food systems change. Participants were eager to 

deepen their connections to the Earth, the food they eat, and their neighbors. They 

drew on those values when they made food choices, demonstrating a growing 

commitment among people across income levels to supporting a community-centered 

food system that promotes equity and justice for all. Participants showed this 

commitment through new ways of sharing during the pandemic – housemates and 

neighbors cooked for each other, people harvested fresh food for community meals 

through gleaning, and students split farm shares. Participants shared a renewed sense 

of solidarity and community caretaking.  

When we envision a just transition to food sovereignty, these aspects of the local food 

system can be drawn on and amplified, providing important lessons to pay attention to 

as we recover and bounce forward in the coming years.  

Yet, we know that despite the rapid and innovative adaptations that the local food 

system underwent during the first year of the pandemic, hundreds of thousands of 

people in Massachusetts continue to struggle to afford and access food every day. 

While many participants yearn for a food system that provides all people with the 
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opportunity to make dignified food provisioning 

choices and to access good food at affordable 

prices in places that are nearby their homes, this is 

not the reality for many people in our communities. 

Without cash assistance programs, low-income 

participants told us that locally grown food is too 

expensive to buy on a regular basis, or in the 

quantities needed to feed their households. The 

feelings of stress and anxiety that come with 

balancing a too-small budget, especially in times of 

lost jobs and wages due to the pandemic, were 

pervasive among low-income participants. Many 

rely on programs like SNAP and HIP to afford food 

for their households, and still these programs often 

fail to provide enough consistent support.  

In addition, while many participants often chose local food, convenience continues to 

be an important factor in decision-making. Participants told us about the challenges 

they face balancing busy jobs, raising children, taking care of elderly family members, 

and finding time for recreation and rest. We live in a society that values work and 

earning money more than taking care of ourselves and our families. A local food system 

that is still rooted in an extractive capitalist model will never function to feed everyone, 

nor allow us the time and space many participants crave to grow and cook their own 

food, spend time enjoying agricultural landscapes, and re-connect to the natural world.  

These findings suggest that the local food system also demonstrated vulnerability 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, exposing areas where it remains rooted in harmful 

systems. These parts of the local food system desperately need to be re-imagined in 

order to move toward food sovereignty and a future system that takes care of and 

nourishes all members of our communities.  

Below, these findings are elaborated with evidence in the words of our research 

participants.  
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The local food system demonstrated resilience during the 

COVID-19 pandemic 

1. Middle and high-income participants experienced ample opportunities for 

food provisioning from a constellation of sources despite shortcomings of the 

conventional food system.  

• Despite the chaos, uncertainty, and food 

shortages that many participants 

experienced in the first weeks of the 

pandemic, those with ample financial 

resources felt that they had agency to 

choose where to get their food from.  

• These participants experienced a wide array 

of food outlets available to them during the 

pandemic. Most of them included local food 

outlets in in their lists of places where they 

provisioned food over the past year.  

• Participants told us that they also provisioned food from many of the same 

places that they had before the pandemic, including: 

o Farm stores, farm stands, farmers’ markets and farm share programs  

o Local food home delivery services 

o Small-scale independent grocers (co-ops, locally owned grocers) 

o Supermarkets and big box stores (in-person, curbside, and home delivery) 

o Restaurants (primarily take-out or outdoor dining) 

o College and school meal programs  

o Home gardens 

• While the places for food provisioning remained the same, the activities 

associated with provisioning changed. Many participants with ample financial 

resources relied on newly developed curbside pickup and home delivery services 

as much as possible. 

• Many sought -- often with desperation -- to source food from places that felt 

safe, convenient, accessible, and affordable. These considerations were 
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highlighted as top decision-making factors used by participants when deciding 

how and where to provision food.  

2. Local food retailers adapted quickly and made people feel safe.  

Actually, one of my very first orders was from Mass Food Delivery, that was the 

very first thing I used to get real food into my house after quarantine. -- Aliyah 

from eastern MA 

Within the past month I've been going to Fresh Acres more just because it's 
smaller, it's not as busy, and... I feel like they have more like of a local selection 
to choose from. -- Patty from western MA 

 

• Many participants prioritized local food retailers and independent grocers as food 

retail outlets during the pandemic. In fact, many people said that local food 

outlets and independent grocers (especially farm stores) were up and running 

with COVID safe protocols faster than other food outlets and that their 

procedures felt safer.  

• Small-scale retailers that focus on selling more locally grown food were 

perceived as being better equipped and responding more quickly to the 

pandemic. Many of those types of retailers are locally owned businesses, which 

shows an area of real strength for the local food system and economy.  

• Participants place value on 

small scale retailers, shorter 

supply chains, decentralized 

infrastructure, and more 

nimble business models, 

which they perceived as 

having adapted more quickly 

and successfully.  

• During immense crisis local 

food retailers created critical 

food access opportunities for 

participants, where they felt 

familiar, safe, and cared for. 
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3. Farm stores served as a safe food access point for many, including low-

income people using SNAP, especially early in the pandemic.  

Anytime you were doing Instacart or anything where you were getting 
[groceries] delivered or trying to pick up, they wouldn't let you use the EBT card. 

So I was kind of scrambling...I can't really afford to be paying for all of this out of 
pocket, so how can I find places that would use [my EBT] card? What I figured 

out was that the places that were doing pickup, rather than delivery, were often 
the ones that would let me use it. But the big grocery stores...weren't doing 

pickup at all. And then I started thinking more broadly about the farm stands in 
the area, and I'd...never been to Simple Gifts in Amherst…and I was able to 
actually use my EBT card there. And...they have a program called HIP... so I was 

able to use that as well. So…I started shopping a lot more at Simple Gifts. -- Ani 

from western MA 

 

● Low-income participants who use SNAP (especially those with high-risk and low-

mobility) struggled to identify food retail outlets that offered curbside pick-up or 

home delivery and also accept SNAP. 

● Low-income participants relied on local food outlets to meet this need, 

particularly farm stores.  

● Farm stores were a quick adapter 

to both curbside pick-up and 

curbside SNAP processing, likely 

because many farms already have 

mobile SNAP and HIP point of sale 

systems set up for their farmers’ 

markets sales.  

● Many years of advocacy and 

organizing went into setting up 

infrastructure for farms to accept 

SNAP and HIP; the pandemic highlighted how well this infrastructure served 

those most in need in our communities, during a crisis, representing a win for 

the local food system.  
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4. Local food home delivery services developed rapidly and created new local 

food access points, especially for SNAP beneficiaries, disabled people, and 

high-risk people.  

Now I'm eating local tofu. Before I would just go to the Asian supermarket and 

get what they had...but now a lot of those things I'm getting are local...I can only 
walk really slowly and painfully right now. So [an] errand that would have taken 
me a half hour round trip now takes me an hour and a half...It's just so much 

more of a hassle...I actually think I'm gonna stick with [Mass Food Delivery]. -- 
Leslie from eastern MA 

I have generally not been in a position where I could afford to participate in the 
CSA type programs. So [Mass Food Delivery] is different from a CSA because 

it's not a subscription. It's actually very similar to going to the local farmers’ 
market. -- Dawn from eastern MA 

It's been really good being able to get chicken and lamb and beef and pork from 
the Valley, or from close by. And that's been made possible largely through the 

Sunderland Farm Collaborative. -- Nancy from western MA 

 

● New aggregation based local food delivery 

services were rapidly launched at the start of the 

pandemic, representing the resiliency and 

dexterity of small food businesses and farms.  

● Participants across the state accessed these 

services for the first time to provision food during 

the first year of the pandemic. 

● Participants praised these services, particularly 

discussing how they expanded their access to 

local foods beyond vegetables and toward other 

locally produced foods -- especially meat and 

value-added products.  
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● Low-income, limited mobility, and high-risk 

participants who use SNAP and HIP value local 

food delivery services because they accept SNAP 

and HIP payments for curbside pick-up and 

delivery. Most major grocery stores continue to 

deny these programs, making safe contactless 

grocery shopping a luxury for higher income and 

able-bodied people. 

• For many people and in many ways the local food system responded better and 

faster than the conventional food system -- especially in the specific 

infrastructure areas discussed above. While major gaps still exist, these are the 

areas to pay attention to when we consider opportunities for expansion, 

replication, and resourcing as we continue to build resiliency into our food 

system.   

 

5. Rapid and innovative cross-sector collaboration among local food producers, 

municipalities, community-based organizations, and local food retailers met 

emergency food needs quickly, with a focus on access to fresh produce. 

I get a delivery from Food for Free from Cambridge because I'm a disabled elder. 
So, they bring me a box with some produce...Usually, Food for Free does pretty 

well on onions and potatoes and carrots, that's their strong suit...I was getting 
organic eggs through [Mass Food Delivery] before Food for Free started giving 

me a dozen eggs every two weeks, so now I don't need to get eggs from them. 
-- Leslie from eastern MA 

 

• Rapid and innovative cross-sector 

collaboration between local food 

system actors including farmers, food 

pantries, municipalities, community-

based organizations, schools, local 

food retailers, and others helped meet 

food needs quickly, with a focus on 

providing healthy, fresh food. 
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• Participants said they often relied on a combination of food sources, including 

emergency food boxes from food banks, fresh produce boxes from community-

based organizations, alongside purchases from both local food and conventional 

retailers. This allowed people to combine processed or dry goods with fresh 

foods in order to prepare more nutritious meals.  

• Participants value the local food system’s focus on providing not only enough 

food to keep people full, but healthy, fresh, and high-quality food that provides 

good nutrition. 

 

6. Community-based programs expanded food access, promoted food 

sovereignty, and fostered community leadership during the pandemic.  

We should all be farming now. I think I'm gonna call them pandemic community 
gardens to really frame it that this is a way of local resilience. – Andrea from 

western MA 

I am...volunteering with a developing Food Policy Council in Northampton. And 

the reason why they asked me specifically to do it [is] because [of] my 
experiences with living in public housing and how it's really difficult for people in 

my situation to be taken seriously when needs arise, and how we're ignored a 
lot of the times and dismissed… because maybe we're undeserving or maybe 

we're too lazy or maybe we're too stupid...They asked me if I would 
be...interested in helping to develop a Food Policy Council whose ultimate goal 
would be to change the policies...And so…I’m trying to help them understand 

from my point of view, the things that really do need to be addressed and looked 
at and changed…what I think would be effective and how those changes can 

happen. – Kia from western MA 

I think there needs to be a shift in the power dynamics...The thing that I'm really 

passionate about is changing the narrative...about why people are struggling. 
And I think that there is such a disconnect between the reality and how people 

of privilege look at people that don't have that. And the Food Policy Council is 
talking about changing policies and they're working on coming up with new 

policies to fix all of these issues. But you're not going to do any of that without 
public support because to change a policy you need political will and that doesn't 

happen without public support. So, I'm really focused on changing the narrative. 
– Kia from western MA 
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• Participants discussed a wide array of 

community-based food projects they 

participated in during summer 2020 including 

Grow Food Northampton’s Community Food 

Distribution program, Food for Free’s Just 

Eats Grocery Box program in Cambridge, the 

Greenfield Egg Share project, the Hampshire 

County Food Policy Council, gleaning 

projects across the state, and community 

garden programs in multiple communities.  

• These programs play multiple important 

roles in lives of participants – creating access 

to fresh food, building new skills around food 

production, promoting engagement in the wider community, and building new 

relationships and friendships.  

• Participants value these programs because they promote individual agency over 

food choices and connection to the local food system. 

• Many of these programs were successful due to networks and relationships that 

existed prior to the pandemic, demonstrating the value of partnership building 

for resiliency during crisis.  

 

7. Direct engagement with farms and gardens left a strong and lasting 

impression on individuals, reifying and amplifying food values.  

We sent [a survey] out to all the [community] gardeners and people wrote back, 
and they said, ‘This was the best thing I did all summer,’ you know, everyone 

talked about joy, structure, community, good food -- everyone. It was the high 
point of their summer. -- Andrea from western MA 

I learned how to slaughter chickens in the mobile poultry processing unit. I went 
to the pig husbandry seminar day...That was absolutely a gorgeous day...So, 

when I think about the local food system, I have some really hands on 
experiences...and it's always been wide open spaces and summer...the best 

season of the year, and abundance, and all sorts of things I enjoy. -- Aliyah from 

eastern MA 
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• Participants talked about the meaningful 

experiences they had directly engaging with 

farms and gardens during summer 2020 and 

earlier in their lives.  They talked about 

creating relationships with farmers and with 

the natural world while volunteering on 

farms, working in home and community 

gardens, visiting pick-your-own strawberry 

and apple operations, or stopping by farm 

stands.  

• Participants connected their fond memories 

and positive feelings to harvesting their own 

food, making relationships with farmers, and 

understanding where their food comes 

from.  

• These stories are evidence of how impactful 

hands-on experiences interacting with the 

food system can be. Participants who 

described themselves as dedicated local 

food consumers often referenced earlier 

experiences with gardening, visiting farms, 

or living in agricultural communities, 

capturing the critical connection between 

direct food system engagement and 

ongoing commitment to buying local food. 

 

8. The pandemic deepened commitments to supporting local community and 

economies, which brought joy, security, and solidarity.  

The number one issue is food security... When I get something local, and I'm 

buying it from the person who picked it...it feels like…a more secure 
arrangement. It feels important to keep that local agricultural system strong and 
support it in every way possible. – Jack from the Pioneer Valley 

It's really important to be able to not rely so much on the big companies for our 
food. You know, we need to start… taking some responsibility and if you can't 

grow it yourself, at least support the people around you who can...And I think 
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the way that we're moving forward...more people are gonna start to realize that, 
if they haven't already. – Patty from the Pioneer Valley  

The first time I got [a Mass Food Delivery] box I was ecstatic because I felt like it 
was the best food that I ever had in my life. -- Leslie from eastern MA 

I've been fairly lucky...I'm not food insecure. But there are a lot of people that 
are. So, I feel that...[buying local food] helps me, but it also helps people around 

this area by supporting local agriculture [and] jobs. And I didn't think about that 
before. I think I've always been fairly aware of it, how you should really help your 

community, buy local food, get involved in your community. That's where you're 
going to have the most impact, at the local level. But with seeing so many 

people lose jobs, you know, people are struggling to make it. And I think it's 
even more pressing, more important to try to get food locally. -- Luzmin from 

eastern MA 

Part of the experience of shopping locally is interacting with the local farmers 
and the people who are involved in the process, and I've always really valued 

that about the Pioneer Valley. Just how much farming does happen here and 
how friendly those people are. So, I think that's also a part of the experience of 

buying local for me, and it's one that I really enjoy. And just seeing them taking 
so much pride in it…is really nice. – Ani from western MA 

 

• Participants across income levels feel it is their responsibility to buy local during 

the pandemic.  

• Participants with financial resources feel like their access to local food is a 

privilege and that it is their responsibility to support the local economy.  

• Participants prefer the local food 

economy because they perceive 

that it supports local jobs. 

Several people reported that 

they made an intentional 

decision in 2020 to stop 

shopping at specific 

supermarkets or home delivery 

services because of their unfair 

labor practices. 
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• Low-income participants articulated a similar wish to buy local food in order to 

support the local economy; they said that if they could afford to buy more local 

food, they would. 

• The pandemic crystallized many people’s commitment and desire to spend their 

money in a way that supports their community 

• Many participants believe their own spending habits and the broader economy 

are moving toward local purchasing, which they discuss with joy, enthusiasm, 

and a sense of community solidarity.  

 

9. Food sharing and mutual aid expanded in new ways. 

I didn't used to share food with my neighbors...[During the pandemic] my 

neighbor [would] go shopping every Monday and she would always ask me, just 
send me a text message, ‘Do you need milk?’ And she would just leave it in 

front of my door. So, I'm quite happy to have really nice neighbors and friends. 
And I think we're doing a good job to look out for each other. -- Clara from 

eastern MA  

[My housemates and I] definitely cook shared meals together with the farm 
share...So it's been a nice bonding activity too for us as a household...I'd say we 

cook together more...than before COVID. Just because people are home and... 
we can't really dine out as easily anymore. -- Amy from eastern MA 

My friend] has a little free library that she turned into a little pantry so people are 
now putting food there and people around the neighborhood can pick up food 

there. – Luzmin from eastern MA 
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• Participants told us they have taken on new 

caretaking roles for those who live near 

them. They shared stories about neighbors 

shopping for each other, roommates 

cooking together, students splitting farm 

shares, and co-workers splitting meat 

shares. 

• Many told us that they feel closer to those 

around them, despite the ways that the 

pandemic has kept us separate. 

Relationships with family members, 

housemates, and neighbors deepened.  

• Participants have an increased awareness 

of how food insecurity is impacting their 

community and some take action to address it.  

• Amidst physical distancing and disconnection, many participants found 

themselves creating new ways to share and support each other during the 

pandemic -- and food played a role in that.  

 

10. Innovative college dining programs increased student access to locally 

grown vegetables. 

[The college farm share is]...free to students, as of last year...I think whether or 

not I have the CSA is kind of the biggest factor in whether or not I have a lot of 
fresh vegetables...[My local food consumption has gone up] just because of the 

[college} CSA...the farm share is like a life saver. -- Kate from western MA 
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• College students also told us about innovative 

food access programs that were “a life saver” 

during the 2020-2021 academic year including a 

free farm share program for students. One 

participant credited their increase in vegetable 

consumption with access to the free farm share 

program, indicating a successful nutrition and 

food access intervention.  

• This is another example we can look to for programs that could be supported 

and expanded. 

 

11. Participants say they ate more locally produced food during the pandemic 

and that their local food experiences were often positive.  

In the old days...if I was doing big Whole Foods shopping, I'd get a lot of veggies 
there, I'd get a lot of stuff there. At this point...I really try to [buy local as often as 

I can]. Vegetables and even meat now....things like honey or maple syrup...I 
always get it from somebody local. -- Nancy from western MA 

I have not been inside a grocery store since the end of March...It's been a 
combination of the farmers markets...farm stands, and curbside pickup, or 

delivery from small to medium sized markets around the around the Valley. -- 
Amber from western MA 

Thank you…I don't know how difficult it's been for [local food producers] to 
continue this way, but…it seems like people got ramped up really, really fast, to 

be able to either deliver more or be in more places…and I really appreciate what 
that must have taken….thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you! 
You've done an amazing job. – Aliyah from eastern MA 

All of these things are available from Mass Food Delivery and it's incredibly 
convenient because you don't have to sign up and they’re extremely flexible. 

You can order one item. You can order a whole bushel of vegetables. You can 
add on. You can change your mind and drop an item from your list. And they're 

extremely responsive too…I'm extremely happy. -- Clara from eastern MA 

I…really want to thank [local food producers] for doing what they're doing 

because it's really improved my life a lot. Right now, especially. Always, but 
especially right now. – Nancy from western MA  
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I would say thank you, just a big thank you. First of all [for] providing access, for 
growing the food. I have never farmed in my life, I grew up in an urban area, but 

I know it must be hard. It must be a tough job to do. And maybe the rewards are 
not that great all the time. I feel so grateful every time I cook a meal, every time 

I open a package, I feel so grateful. And that we have that opportunity, that we 
have access to local food. So, I would say absolutely thank you. – Luzmin from 

eastern MA 

 

• Nearly all participants said that they ate more 

local food during the pandemic. Many credited 

this increase to local food home delivery 

services, as well as accessible local food HIP 

retailers, such as farm stores.    

• Most participants applauded, complimented, or 

celebrated their local food experiences during 

the pandemic, highlighting widespread 

satisfaction with the local food system’s 

response to the pandemic.  
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The local food system demonstrated vulnerability during the 

COVID-19 pandemic  

12. Participants with limited financial resources faced restricted access to 

healthy foods and experienced pervasive feelings of stress and anxiety as a 

result. 

I'm not eating as healthy as I used to...I really pay attention to that and it's 

something I care about...I try to do the right thing as much as I can...Produce is 
really expensive. And it's not something you pay attention to unless you have a 

very limited budget. Then all of a sudden two oranges is like, whoa! Three bucks 
for two oranges is like, oh my god. And I know it sounds like a little tiny amount 

of money, but if it's two oranges, and it's all you can buy for an entire week, that 
doesn't really set you up to have a fresh piece of fruit every day. -- Kia from 

western MA 

It's kind of basically been a navigation of where can I use my [EBT] card? And 

also, how expensive [are groceries] at the place that I can use my card? -- Ani 

from western MA 

You kind of need a car to get around. I don't have access to one, so I'm limited 
to what's in walking distance. – Tiarra from western MA 

Because of the pandemic…my [food] access had changed and the amount of 

money I had changed. I had to be a lot more flexible in my thinking about how I 
was going to feed myself. I had to be really open-minded thinking about how to 

make food taste just as good when [it] may not be as good. – Kia from western 

MA 

 

• Experiences of participants 

demonstrate the central vulnerability 

exposed by the pandemic -- the 

inability to provide enough good, 

healthy food for all people in our 

communities. Food insecurity is not 

a new problem, but one that has 

been revealed and exacerbated by 

the economic instability intensified 

by the pandemic. Food insecurity 
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disproportionately impacts communities of color and low-income communities 

(Feeding America, 2021).  

• Low-income participants described enduring an endless challenge of balancing a 

very low household budget while providing their families with nutritious food. 

Many told us they regularly chose between buying higher priced organic or 

locally grown food and paying other bills. Participants said this challenge has 

worsened during the pandemic, particularly in relation to lost employment and 

income.  

• Participants described food access gaps they experienced during the pandemic 

including the challenge of finding curbside grocery pick up locations that accept 

SNAP. Participants using SNAP felt forced to shop in person in order to utilize 

SNAP benefits despite feeling unsafe, especially those with disabilities or who 

are high risk for COVID-19.   

• Some participants described lacking access to adequate space and equipment to 

cook their meals at home, such as a functioning stovetop or oven.  

• Participants described the lack of support they feel financially and socially to 

keep their families healthy during the pandemic, contributing to ongoing feelings 

of anxiety and distress. 

13. College programs aimed at increasing student food security had unintended 

negative consequences.  

 [The College’s required meal plan] is to address food security so that every 
student has at least one meal a day that they can get from the dining hall...But I 

never liked eating from the dining hall...And I've been cooking for myself for the 
past two years and I'm far more comfortable that way and it's cheaper…For a 

while, you could only use one meal swipe a day [at the on campus grocery store] 
so you could only spend $10 at a time on groceries…A lot of my friends had 

trouble getting their SNAP benefits back because they had meal plans. The 
College’s response to the pandemic and food security, separate from the [free 
student] CSA, was really bad. I don’t think it helps food security at all. -- Kate 

from western MA 

 

• Some colleges programs created to address food access gaps for students 

unintentionally generated food access barriers. One student described a required 

meal plan that was expensive yet did not meet student food needs, especially 

for students living off campus and those who are accustomed to cooking.  
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• Students were discouraged with colleges requiring expensive meal plans 

(sometimes financed through student loans) instead of promoting more 

economical food access initiatives.  

• Some students perceived changes to required meal plans as a self-serving action 

aimed at bolstering college income instead of a genuine attempt at providing 

students with food programs that meet their needs. 

 

14. Participants who could afford local food ate more local food – but only when 

it was safe and convenient to procure. 

At this point, as much as I love Green Fields Market, their ordering is not nearly 

as easy...They don't have online ordering. Nor does River Valley...Whole Foods is 
the only one that has really good, easy, online ordering. So, for...paper towels or 
soup or canned beans, or salad dressing or stuff like that...since Whole Foods 

started delivering and they also do curbside, which is nice, I get that kind of stuff 
there. -- Nancy from western MA 

 

• Participants emphasized the importance of safety and convenience. When local 

and independent retailers fail to measure up to conventional retailers in 

convenience and safety, people default back to conventional chain grocers. We 

know the significant time, technology, and financial resources that it takes for 

small businesses and farms to set up new systems for online ordering. Yet, 

failures in these areas relate directly to people’s decision making about 

continuing to buy local.  

 

15. The local food system could have served people better and in more diverse 

ways.  

• Participants offered specific feedback for local food producers and retailers 

highlighting gaps and improvements they would like to see in the local food 

system: 

o Increased availability of kosher and other culturally relevant foods that are 

locally grown and produced. 

o Access to affordable locally produced meat. 
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o Expansion of HIP retailers and more accessible information about how 

HIP works and where to find HIP retailers.  
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Conclusion  

Understanding how people adapted their food provisioning and consumption strategies 

and what role the local food system played in feeding households during the pandemic 

helps us better understand what role the local food system plays in meeting food 

needs, especially during the interconnected crises that we are living through. 

Understanding how people made decisions around food provisioning and how their 

values shape and are shaped by those decisions helps us deepen our understanding of 

what makes a local food system resilient, sustainable, and equitable. From this 

understanding we may evaluate and identify changes to policies, systems, and the 

environment that may help us evolve in a just transition toward another world where all 

people have enough fresh food, the opportunity to honor and connect to their food 

source, and the power to own and shape their own food system.  
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