Dear U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Department of Agriculture
Currently, as shown through large contingents of supporters of various organizations concentrated in Western Europe and largely in the United States, a movement is brewing among the general population. The sustainable food movement has been snowballing more and more over the past decade and increased awareness of the origins of our food, less than humane food processing practices, and mistreatment of the environment by corporate-factory oriented farms have come more into the public focus. The effects on the environment are looking worse and worse as industrial farming practices continue to contribute to spreading environmental problems. However, I am not advocating for the future of our planet’s health, but rather our own. Considering the Earth has been whirling around space for billions of years and has recuperated from problems far worse than current environmental problems such as melting ice caps, climate change, and ozone depletion, the Earth has the ability to withstand and recover from the current set of environmental problems. As George Carlin so aptly put it, the problem is more focused on the future of us humans rather than “saving the planet.” However, there is a definite link between public health and environmental conditions, as we all have begun to witness as temperatures rise and water tables drop. While restructuring America’s approach to environmental and sustainability problems will be necessary in the near future, a good place to start would be to rethink the U.S.D.A’s approach to the distribution of affordable fresh, healthy food and also increase food security among impoverished regions of the country.
	I am not beckoning for anything drastic such as a closing down of corporate-factory oriented farms or giving subsidies solely to small family farms, but what better place to start on the path to sustainability and increased public health than by promoting healthier, more local food options, especially in more impoverished areas of the country? Statistically, levels of obesity are highest in the more impoverished cities and regions of the United States. For example, the state of Mississippi is currently boasting obesity rates of up to 30% in adults; states such as Tennessee and West Virginia are also featuring high levels of obesity up to 25% in adults. Obesity in the United States has mushroomed over the past decade thus turning experts to the conclusion that the problem should be classified as an epidemic. 
	Public health problems due to obesity and lack of access to affordable food in more impoverished regions of the United States beget several other health problems among these communities. Some dire health problems associated with rising obesity in impoverished communities include type-2 diabetes, coronary artery disease, stroke, and cancer. These health problems have been present in impoverished communities, as well as more affluent areas of society, for much longer than the last decade of health research and national and state governments have tried to promote healthier eating habits among impoverished communities; however, the relaying of information on better eating habits is simply not enough. Not only are adults obese, but the problem is repeating itself as detrimental eating habits are passed down to children who are as a result unwittingly contributing to the problem. A simple cause of such a complex problem has to do with a severe lack in the availability of genuinely healthy affordable food in impoverished communities. 
	 An example of an impoverished community in need of assistance is Durham, North Carolina. While Durham is the home of the lauded Duke University as well as many important and innovative research facilities, the disparity between rich and poor in Durham is definitely sizable. 5.4% of Durham, or 7,317 people, are unemployed and well over 25,000 residents are receiving food assistance in the form of government food stamps. In terms of obesity, 64% of adults in Durham were considered overweight or obese in 2008. Even more daunting, Durham’s large minority population was reported to be 80% obese in 2007. Data such as these simply cannot be overlooked as obesity in the city continues to rise. A correlation can be drawn to the availability of affordable and healthy food. Durham’s impoverished neighborhoods, most notably East Durham, have only one grocery store in near proximity. Many residents buy foods from gas stations as well as dollar stores in order to feed themselves and their families. Needless to say, the situation in Durham looks dire, but residents of the city are currently taking action to provide affordable, local, and healthy alternatives to the residents of impoverished sections of the city.
	For example, SEEDS (South Eastern Efforts Developing Sustainable Spaces Inc.) was introduced into the Eastern Durham community in 1994 and ever since has become a means for residents to grow fruits and vegetables for themselves while helping preserve the environment they live in. The pricing system is slanted based on the abilities of people to pay for a garden space; for example, a person can pay anywhere from one dollar to thirty five dollars for a spot based on their ability to pay. SEEDS also offers a program called DIG which is aimed towards getting younger generations familiar with gardening and also showing them what can be produced in small spaces in their communities. Community gardens are very beneficial for impoverished communities, especially urban communities, because they not only provide some of the healthy affordable food that a poor family needs to stay healthy, but considering the community gardens are typically constructed in abandoned lots provides ways to beautify the neighborhoods as well.
	Understandably not everyone has time to take time out of their schedule to work in a community garden and the products only contribute a small amount of food necessary to constitute a healthy diet and suppress obesity. The most important factors that can change the way that people in impoverished communities perceive food, is for more affordable healthy choices to be offered in far more widespread areas and communities then they are currently, not only educating the public about the risks unhealthy dietary habits but also offering solutions such as nutritious recipes that require only a few ingredients, attracting people to organizations that educate the public on affordable, more sustainable eating habits, and another possible precursor to alleviating the problem, besides stocking local stores with more healthy fruits, vegetables, and grains, could be to offer vouchers for more nutritious local restaurants, and also widening the use of government food stamps to a more expansive selection of grocers.
	The model of Durham shows how pervasive unhealthy eating habits are in impoverished communities. With 64% of residents overweight or obese and minorities 80% obese, the outlook of communities such as Durham looks bleak. However, there are strategies that the government can utilize to start effectively remedying the situation across the nation. Whether it be through helping to incorporate local program such as SEEDS in Durham, or by educating communities extensively not only on the dangers of unhealthy dietary habits but also by offering realistic and affordable dietary solutions, the problems of obesity and lack of nutrition in impoverished areas can be remedied if the right steps are taken. What better way to start on the long road to sustainability and increased national public health than by starting with the most needy of government assistance and working up from there?  
								Sincerely,
									James Meadowcroft
