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E

As part of the development of a Food Security Action Plan in Vermont, MMC was contracted to conduct a study of
transportation-related barriers to accessing healthy and local food amongst priority populations. The first phase of our study
Included a review of relevant research studies and a set of key informant interviews within various sectors of the state’s food
systems. This included interviews with transportation experts, food assistance professionals, food producers, policymakers
and healthcare experts, amongst others.

Our analysis of common themes and issues raised by both key informants and in the literature provides a framework for
understanding the transportation and food access landscape in Vermont. Broadening and deepening these insights requires
adding the invaluable perspectives of those who experience food insecurity and confronting transportation barriers on a lived,
everyday basis. This report should thus be read as a complementary study to our expert(s) review and is based on interviews
with Vermonters who have experienced food insecurity and/or access food assistance on a semi-regular basis.

Significant Barriers and Solutions

Our previous study of transportation barriers and food access identified several significant themes identified by previous
research and key informants as central to understanding this dynamic in the state (Review of Relevant Research on Transportation
Barriers pages 3-10) and interviews with key informants across the state (Interviews with Key Informants pages 14-24):

e Vermont’s rural character and built environment

e Access to personal transportation

e Inadequate public transportation

e The supply chain of culturally appropriate food

e Stigma and cultural factors associated with reliance on food assistance
o Affordability

e The housing crisis

o Staffing and volunteer shortages

e Lack of resource awareness and program usage

Our study also showed that these long-standing issues were exacerbated by two factors in particular: the COVID-19 pandemic
and rising inflationary pressures.

Solutions to barriers identified in the research and by key informants fell into three categories:

1) Bringing people to food
2) Bringing food to places that people already access
3) Bringing food directly to people

E

In order to build upon these findings and deepen them with the perspectives of those actually experiencing hunger, food
Insecurity and accessing food assistance, MMC was contracted to conduct further research with so-called impacted
populations across a number of priority areas. In particular, we were asked to explore the specific experiences of Vermonters
within rural regions, where transportation challenges can be especially severe, with particular attention to those who might
experience intersecting and overlapping domains of marginalization such as LGBTQ+, BIPOC, individuals living with poverty,
disabilities or in rural areas. We consider multiple methods for collecting such data including focus groups and surveys, but
eventually decided that the most ethically and effectively appropriate method was to conduct short interviews with individuals
at places where they most regularly accessed food assistance.
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Recruitment

Between October and December 2022, we conducted interviews in several rural counties in Vermont with the assistance of
several community partners who helped us to recruit participants. In particular, we were assisted by Northwest Family Foods
(NWFF), Northeast Kingdom Community Action and RuralEdge Housing and Community Development to identify locations
where we would be able to approach individuals accessing food assistance. We are grateful for the help in coordinating
logistics, scheduling aid and general hospitality they so generously provided to our research team. We would also like to thank

each interview participant for taking the time to sit down and speak with us.

Populations Interviewed and Methods Utilized

For the purposes of this study, ‘priority populations’ refers to Vermonters who experience food insecurity and/or access food
assistance regarding their particular views of transportation barriers to food access. We conducted interviews with 48
Individuals in the Northeast Kingdom and Northwest Vermont. Of the 48 interviews, 40 occurred in-person: 19 took place at
CVOEOQO’s Northwest Family Foods in Saint Albans, 10 at Northeast Kingdom Community Action’s food shelf in St. Johnsbury, 7 at
Rural Edge’s Mountain View Residence in St. Johnsbury, 5 at Rural Edge’s Passumpsic View Residence in St. Johnsbury and 3 at
Rural Edge’s Gilman Senior Housing in Gilman. 4 additional interviews with individuals initially encountered at a number of

these sites were completed via a follow-up phone call.

Site Name Organization Town # of interviews # of interviews via
in-person phone call

Northwest Family CVOEQ/ Franklin Grand Samnt Albans 19 1

Foods (NWWFF) Isle Community Action

Northeast Kingdom NEEKCA St. Johnsbury 10 1

Community Action
(NEKCA) Food Shelf

Mountain View Rural Edge St. Johnsbury 7 0
Passumpsic View Rural Edge St. Johnsbury 5 1
Gilman Rural Edge Gilman (Lunenburg) 3 1

At NWFF and NEKCA, interviewees were recruited on the spot as they browsed the food shelf and invited to sit down for a brief
Interview. Our team spent three days interviewing at NWFF and one day at NEKCA. At the Rural Edge locations, staff gave notice
to residents beforehand and invited them to participate in an interview at a set time and location. Phone interviews were also
arranged for individuals who indicated interest in participating in the study but did not have time to do so during the arranged
in-person sessions. MMC offered participants $20 at the end of their interview as compensation for their time. Interviews were

recorded, transcribed, coded and then analyzed to identify any recurring or significant themes.

In the following section we present some of the main themes emerging from our interviews with impacted populations. We
focus on four specific areas in our findings, beginning with demographic data on our interviewees, an overview of barriers and
successes, a review of transportation barriers in particular, and a list of potential solutions as suggested by interviewees.
Please note that names of all project participants are redacted. We include names of organizations only when it is necessary for

context.
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Al Demographic Overview of Interviewees

Interviewee ID# Town of Age Gender Race/Ethnicity (stared as reported by Emplovment (stare  # of people in
(Names Redacted)  Residence Interviewee) d as reported by Household
Inferviewee)
1 Sheldon 20 | F Hispanic Full time (dairy 4
worker)
2 St. Johnsbury 70 | F White Retired 1
3 Fairfield 62 | F White Retired 2
4 Fairfax 35 | F White Selt-emploved ks
3 Samt Albans oM Black Unemployed, 2
seeking
emplovment
6 St Johnsbury 81 | F White Retired 1
7 Saint Albans 38 M Hispanic/Indian Unemploved. 1
seeking
employment
5 Lyndonville 44 White 55l 2
o Swanton 76 White Part time (Retired 34
but became home
health care
provider)
10 Samt Albans 65 | F White Retired 1
11 Swanton 65 | F White S5DI 2
12 St. Johnsbury 26 | F White Selt-emploved 3
13 Lyndonville 30 | F White Unemploved 4
14 Lyndonville 45 | M White Unemploved 4
15 St. Johnsbury 7| F White 551 3
16 Lyndonville 4| M Black S5DI 4
17 Lyndonville 34 F White S5DI 4
18 St. Johnsbury 61 | M White Retired 1
19 Swanton 76 | F White Retired 2
20 Fairfield 68 | F White S5 3
21 Lyndonville 12 | F White Part time (food 2
SETVICE)
22 Lyndonville 41 | F White Unemploved 4
23 St. Johnsbury 67 | M White Retired 2
24 St. Johnsbury 74 | F White Retired 1
235 St. Johnsbury 87 | F White Retired 1
26 St. Johnsbury 4 M Native American Retired 1
27 St. Johnsbury 76 | F "I'm not sure how [ can answer that. I'm Mostly retired, part 1
ethnically Jewish. And I don't identify as | time Tai Cha
white, although in a culture that we are mstructor
living 1n fhink people think of me as
white. I'm certamnly not black or browm
I'm not Native Amernican. My ancestors
came from Eastern Europe. mostly.”
18 St. Johnsbury 64 F White Unemploved 1
29 Danville 48 | M White Unemploved- Stay 3
at home dad & gig
work
30 Alburgh 61 | M White Disabled 2
L] | Colchester 20 M White Self-emploved 1
32 Swanton oM White Indigenous descent Retired dairy farmer 4
33 Samt Albans 73 | F White Unemploved retired 1
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Bl Successes: What is working well?

We provide here some direct quotes from interviewees about what they feel is working well for them in terms of transportation
and food access. Overall, research participants spoke positively about food assistance programs:
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One interviewee mentioned the ease of getting food from a free food box left on the stoop outside a local church:

Saint Albans participants talked about how they can easily get around the downtown area on the free public bus:

Saint Albans residents also expressed gratitude for ‘Captain Veggie Man’, who occasionally brings vegetables to Taylor Park and

distributes them at no cost:
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Crop cash at farmers' markets & EBT were mentioned by several interviewees:

Some participants pointed to case workers, neighbors, friends and family as valuable supports:

Carpooling was also an important element of overcoming transportation barriers:
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Others share innovative approaches to navigating barriers to transportation and food access:

Some residents in Gilman with limited transportation developed a system for dividing up grocery shopping. One resident, a
former cook, regularly makes dinner for the group:

Some participants described using coupons and regularly visiting multiple stores when they shop to find the best deals:




C| Barriers

Interview participants were asked about the barriers they face when trying to access food. Their responses align with the
findings from our earlier research study and key informant interviews:

Vermont’s Rural Character and Built Enhvironment

Public Transportation

13
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Affordability, Cost of Food, & Inflation
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Cost of Fuel

Cooking, Food Shortage & Storage Limitations
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Limited Hours of Operation for Food Shelves & Public Transportation
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Not Having Enough Time to Wait for the Bus or Wait in Line for the Food Shelf

Lack of Resource Awareness and Program Usability
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Lack of Food Education (cooking healthy meals)

Expired Foods from Food Assistance Programs
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D| Solutions: What Do People Want to Use?

At the end of each interview, we asked participants what programs or types of support they think would work well to fight food
Insecurity in their community. The ideas and suggestions they shared are shown below.

Education & Stigma
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Food Assistance Programs
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Public Transportation

Government Support

Carpools, Rideshares & On-Demand Transportation Options
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Carrying Groceries

Hours of Operation for Public Transportation and Food Shelves

Grocery Stores

Housing

[V. Recommendations

The recommendations outlined in our primary report (see Recommendations: Addressing Transportation Barriers to Accessing a
Healthy Diet pages 40-44) largely align with findings from interviews with impacted populations. Our recommendation to--

Simplify the food assistance application process, decrease paperwork and streamline approval mechanisms

--is particularly relevant, as some interviewees expressed frustration and confusion about qualifying for and/or accessing

resources.

Another recommendation is to:

Improve communication and collaboration across organizations and build upon existing community-led
efforts. Partnerships facilitate coordination of services, improving the reach and efficiency of the program.
Partnerships are also important for promoting and marketing the transportation program, and an effective way
to build ridership and community buy-in for the program. Information on program eligibility, cost, coverage,
and schedule should be widely disseminated so all potential riders are aware of and may utilize the service

23
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Some interviewees shared that they feel there is a lack of resource awareness. Notably, the individuals who took part in this
study were already addressing food assistance programs. As a result of this complementary study, we are including additional
recommendations to accompany the ones provided in the primary report.

Initial Recommendation:

Continue investment in linking local food assistance more intentionally to local producers. One suggestion is to
supplement or replace the Commodity Supplemental Food Program with local surplus. The idea here would be
to replace the existing supply that often relies on out-of-state produce and products by developing in-state
models such as a so-called “Vermont food box” of locally-sourced produce and products. Salvation Farms’ is a
particularly effective example of such an approach, with the non-profit’s mission to “reduce food loss on farms,
increase the use of locally grown foods, and fostering an appreciation for Vermont’s agricultural heritage and
future” (Salvation Farms, 2022). The program aims to strengthen the local food system through better
management of surplus agriculture. Salvation Farm’s Vermont Commodity program aims to test the financial
feasibility and logistical needs involved with aggregating surplus crops in one facility to serve charitable and
institutional meal sites, and should be looked to as a model for expanding, replicating, and/or scaling such
projects across the state.

Additional Recommendation:

Invest in educational programming that specifically targets participants of Commodity Supplemental Food Boxes and older
adults. Interviews with impacted populations highlighted the need for more awareness and education surround how to best
access, utilize, and store foods. Interviewees who receive CSFB indicated specific interest in learning how to best prepare and
preserve food from their monthly food boxes. Some ideas here include:

e Pairing healthy recipes with monthly CSFB
e Partnering with SNAP-Ed to offer cooking classes using ingredients from the CSFB.

Initial Recommendation:

Investigate how rural populations engage with food delivery services and expand those services to accept EBT
payments

Most interviewees stated that they do not use food delivery services. Of the few that did, a few mentioned Schwan’s, a home
delivery service that already accepts EBT. Another individual talked about using Instacart for her groceries but stopped as soon
as the free trial ended. When asked about using delivery services, many spoke about having Everyone Eats meals delivered.
While it was convenient, some respondents ended up throwing or giving away meals because they did not like them.

Additional Recommendation:

Interviewees who were living in transitional housing named food storage and preparation as a barrier to what they were able to
accept from food assistance programs. Some suggestions they provided are:

e Provide can openers at food shelves or when entering transitional housing

e Have perishable foods available in smaller quantities so they can be stored in small refrigerators
(transitional housing programs in the region of study often times provides residents with mini-fridges)

o Offer more ready-to-eat meals and snacks via food assistance programs

24



IMPACTED POPULATIONS
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