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1. INTRODUCTION 

During Fall/Winter 2016 The Baltimore City Office of Sustainability released an application for 

Baltimore city residents to serve as Resident Food Equity Advisors (RFEA) for Baltimore Food 

Policy Initiative.  The purpose of the RFEA Initiative was to address equity by including 

residents’ voices to influence and advise the City’s Food Policy Initiative. Successful applicants 

would attend 6 monthly meetings from January through June 2017 and share their perspectives 

and feedback on strategies and proposed policies relating to food desert retail and food 

resilience.  

The application asked respondents to share basic demographic information, describe 

their interest in the position, and share their opinion on questions relating to grocery stores, 

corner stores, transportation as it pertains to food access, and local agriculture.  The RFAE 

applications serve as an opportunity for the Baltimore Office of Sustainability to collect 

qualitative data that offers insight from residents about the food environment in Baltimore City. 

The following report summarizes applicants’ responses to the four questions about the 

Baltimore food environment asked on the application 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 ACS. 2015. 
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_14_5YR_DP05&prodType
=table.  

Table 2. Respondents by Council 
District  

Council 
District  

N 
Percent of Total 
Applicants  

District 1 6 7.6% 

District 2 3 3.8% 

District 3 4 5.1% 

District 4 8 10.1% 

District 5 4 5.1% 

District 6 5 6.3% 

District 7 12 15.2% 

District 8 5 6.3% 

District 9 8 10.1% 

District 10 2 2.5% 

District 11 8 10.1% 

District 12 8 10.1% 

District 13 1 1.3% 

District 14 5 6.3% 

Table 1. Respondents’ Demographics & Location  

Age  N Percent of 
Total 
Applicants  

Baltimore 
City1 

≥17 ≤ 25 8 10.1%  

25 to ≤59  49 61.0% 50 %  

≤60  15 19.0% 17.3 % 

Unknown  7 8.1%  

Race/Ethnicity (self-
identified)  

 
 

 

Black  47 59.5% 63%  

White  16 20.3% 30.3% 

Two or more 
Races 

6 
7.6.0% 

2.3%  

Other 5 6.3%  

Unknown  5 6.3%  

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_14_5YR_DP05&prodType=table
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_14_5YR_DP05&prodType=table
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Participants:  A total of 79 people applied for the RFEA 

positions. Seventy-eight respondents provided a 

separate answer for each of the four questions. One 

respondent wrote one short paragraph in response to all 

questions. All respondents were Baltimore City residents 

who applied to be on the Resident Food Equity Advisory 

Council. Applicants ranged in age from 17 to 75. 

Applicants’ races generally reflected the make-up of the 

city, with a close to proportional representation of self-

identified Black and White participants.  As seen in table 

2, representation by district varied. 

Methods: Responses to each question were analyzed 

with a focus on finding common themes that addressed 

the questions asked. All qualitative analysis was 

conducted by a single research assistant using Atlas.ti. Quote counts refer to how many 

comments were made on a specific topic, rather than number of unique individuals who shared 

a comment.  

Findings: Findings for each question are discussed separately and summarized in tables 

included within the sections. Generally, respondents were aware of challenges relating to food 

access and equity, and eager to share ideas.  

Conclusions: Findings from this analysis may aid the Baltimore Food Policy Initiative as they 

work toward addressing ongoing challenges relating to food access, resilience and equity within 

Baltimore City.   

1. GROCERY STORES 

Question 1: “One way to improve food access is to recruit and retain supermarkets and grocery 

stores of all sizes. We would like to better understand how people use grocery stores. Share your 

experiences and perceptions of grocery stores.” 

There was a broad range of responses to this question that included descriptions of 

shopping habits, explanation of shopping choices, priorities, and challenges. Respondents also 

shared opinions and suggestions relating to many aspects of food shopping and food 

environment. While some people described weighing store selection, price, quality and 

convenience, others described how lack of transportation or prohibitive pricing are barriers that 

dictate where and how they shop.  

The qualitative analysis focused on identifying factors and challenges that influence 

shopping decisions and highlighting respondents’ suggestions. Quote counts are not provided 

for all categories in this section because of the high level of overlap between themes and the 

subjective nature of determining whether something was simply a factor or a challenge when it 

came to grocery shopping.   

Figure 1. From  Baltimore City Council website 
http://www.baltimorecitycouncil.com/council-district-map 
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Factors and challenges mentioned should be considered as points of potential relevance 

for the specific respondents surveyed. It is not possible to draw more precise conclusions given 

the range of responses and size/diversity of survey participants. 

 

Factors:  

Participants mentioned a variety of factors they consider when deciding where to 

grocery shop. Often multiple factors were mentioned in a single sentence. For example, a 

respondent might weigh an affordable price with quality of produce.  Another store might have 

a large selection but be less accessible via public transportation or more expensive. The 

responses seemed to suggest most participants are thoughtful about where they shop and why.  

 

 

 

Table 3: Factors that Influence Grocery Shopping   

Findings  Illustrative Quotes  

 
The following factors are mentioned in order of most commonly mentioned:   
Price (53) 

 Price was the most commonly mentioned factor that informs people’s 
shopping choices. They may choose stores with lower prices, or say they 
shop at stores they consider to be ‘more affordable.’ Respondents also 
mentioned shopping at grocery stores because they are more affordable 
than corner stores.  

Selection (41)  

 Selection was most often mentioned in terms of ‘choice’ i.e. a variety of 
products available. It was also mentioned in terms of healthy food, 
including availability of unprocessed food and/or fruits and vegetables.  

Convenience  (32)  

 Participants comments on convenience included describing choosing 
stores that are convenient, location-wise to noting that convenient 
corner-stores or local grocery stores might not have the best prices or 
selection. Once again, it was another factor to be weighed  

Quality (24) 

 Participants discussed quality of meats and fruits and vegetables most 
commonly. Some people stated they did not shop at certain stores 
because of ‘poor quality’ or they did shop because of ‘good quality.’ 
Others mentioned buying staples such as bread and dairy one place 
because of price or convenience but choosing produce elsewhere 
because of poor quality  

Other (24) 

 Less frequently participants mentioned considering cleanliness, display of 
products, connection with stores owners or feelings of community within 
the store, desire for organic or specialty products, and habit, meaning just 
going somewhere because they were used to it and comfortable.  

Consumers shop within their 
family budget for price, 
products and selection. My 
experience with grocery 
stores are fair. District 4  
 
“Giant, Safeway, and 
Shoppers” are good for 
everyday items, but you have 
to be able to get to them, and 
the are still slightly expensive. 
Shoprite, Pricerite, Save-a-lot, 
and Aldis” are more 
economical, but lean towards 
the boxstore model. I shop at 
all of them depending on the 
item, if I have access to a 
vehicle, and what my money 
situation looks like that 
week.”  District 6 
 
“I grew a respect for giants. 
There prices are a little high 
but the freah[sic] product and 
cleanliness is superb.” District 
6  
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Challenges:  

While factors described above influenced respondents’ shopping decisions, challenges 

described below were described as limiting or determining factors. The quote counts are not 

given for this section because it was somewhat arbitrary to determine whether each comment 

should simply be considered a factor in decision-making or was fitting of ‘challenge’ status. 

Nonetheless, what is presented below are concerns that were relatively common among 

respondents.  

 

 

 

Table 4: Challenges Faced when Grocery Shopping   

 Findings  Illustrative Quotes  

Cost  

 Healthy food such as produce may be more expensive 
than unhealthy processed food 

 Grocery stores charge varying prices 
o Store prices may vary by neighborhood  
o People without access to transportation are 

less able to search for the best price, therefore 
high prices might disproportionally affect 
those who are most vulnerable/disadvantaged 
already  

 
Quality vs. Price vs. Accessibility 

 The quote from district 9 (to the right) demonstrates a 
common concern among respondents. Many 
mentioned tradeoffs in their quest for food that is 
affordable, fresh/ healthy, and accessible by their 
available mode of transportation  

Safety  

 While not mentioned as frequently as with corner 
stores, some respondents still mentioned not 
choosing a grocery store or supermarket because of 
safety concerns  

Equity 

 Multiple participants mentioned the variance in 
quality between either city and county or more and 
less affluent neighborhoods. In addition to the quality 
and accessibility of grocery stores, some respondents 
felt stores in less affluent areas are more expensive 
and have less selection of food, especially healthy 
options.  

“Stores like Price Rite on the other hand have very 
affordable prices but fresh produce and meats will 
often spoil quickly. I found that supermarkets like 
Shoppers and Giant offer the best quality items for 
the most affordable prices but these supermarkets 
are not accessible in all neighborhoods.”  District 9  
 
Grocery store are in the inner city tend to be in 
neighborhoods that are not safe. Additionally, the 
food choices are limited and unaffordable. District 
5  
 
“People on limited budgets tend to purchasing 
unhealthy foods because they are inexpensive and 
because of conditioning.” District 7  
 
Grocery stores in more affluent area have given 
me wider variety of goods and price points. Where 
grocery stores in the lower income neighborhoods 
where available do not have a wide variety of 
goods, price points and freshness. District 5  
 
“MOM's is obviously for the higher income bracket 
of upper middle class folks who are able to drive to 
the location and afford much higher priced goods. 
If you enter this store you'll notice obvious wealth 
indicators and a mostly white clientele. While the 
products offered are healthy, organic, and 
nutritious, the store does not advertise to nor 
make itself accessible to the vast public.”  District 
12  
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Suggestions:  

Nearly one quarter of participants offered advice or suggestions relating to grocery 

stores. The suggestions most commonly related to other questions covered in this report such 

as access to transportation, and increased availability of healthy food and produce in corner 

stores. For example respondents suggested education for both consumers and store 

owners/employees relating to healthy food and the creation of food delivery programs to serve 

seniors.  

 “While I see grocery stores and businesses that must thrive, I also see changing the minds of 

people who are used to eating in a certain manner as a strategic and achievable challenge 

through education, creativity, and support on both sides” 

I feel that the “healthy store” program provided by Baltimarket is are [sic] a great start, but 

more education needs to be provided to store owners and maybe it could include dollar stores. 

“I recommend that the local urban markets provide seasonal produce to neighborhood markets 

and also there be an incubator for up and coming marketers to open manage and provide 

services to there[sic] community.” District 5  
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2. CORNER STORES 

Question 2: “BFPI would like to better understand how people use corner stores, how residents 

view them, and how to improve them. Share your experiences and perceptions of corner stores.”  

Respondents generally said corner stores are important in their communities; they rely 

on them for convenience, and believe they are especially critical for the segment of the 

population that does not have access to reliable transportation. Respondents had a variety of 

concerns regarding store environment, selection, price, and quality of food available.  They 

specifically mentioned the lack of healthy food options, including lack of fresh fruits and 

vegetables and tendency to carry processed food.  In addition to convenience, respondents said 

corner stores have a role to play in fostering community. Respondents shared a variety of 

suggestions for improvement, most commonly around increasing healthy food options available 

at corner stores.   

Analysis of this question focused on identifying themes around respondents’ views and 

experiences using corner stores, use of corner stores and suggestions to improve corner stores.  

Where number of responses was larger enough, patterns relating to age and race/ethnicity 

were also considered. For most categories of questions there were not discernable patterns by 

age or race, due to numbers of responses that were too small to generalize. 

Overall it seems, respondents feel corner stores are community staples, however they 

have concerns related to the often limited, unhealthy products offered. Respondents have a 

variety of ideas for improvement. 

 

Personal Use and Experiences:  

Responses relating to respondents’ use generally fell into three main categories: use as a 

convenience, use due to necessity, and non-use. Explanations and example quotes are included 

below.  
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Corner Store Use:  

Respondents mentioned a variety of reasons why they use, rarely use or do not use 

corner stores. The results as well as their reasons are summarized in table 6 below.  

 

Table 5. Individuals’ Experiences and Views of Corner Stores  

Findings (quote count)  Illustrative Quotes 

 There were two main categories of corner store use: 
convenience and necessity. There was also a theme of non-
use.  
 
Convenience (34)  

 Respondents most commonly said corners stores 
are to grab snacks, or pick-up a couple items when 
they forget something at a larger grocery store. 
Whites were slightly more likely to mention 
convenience than blacks (though sample size was 
not sufficient to know if this difference is 
statistically significant).  

Necessity (9) 

 Some participants said people in their neighborhood 
use convenience stores out of necessity: they don’t 
have transportation or time/money to leave and 
shop elsewhere. A couple participants mentioned 
the convenience store accept SNAP, which is a draw 
for some residents 

 Black respondents made 7 of 9 statements about 
necessity  

Non-use (13) 

 People said they did not use corner stores due to 
selection, prices, and environment 

 No particular patterns were observed by age or race  

“Corner stores are for like when you can’t make it to 
the grocery store and you just need a few little 
items.” District 8 
  
“Most people who actually buy their meats and 
produce from corner stores don’t have any other 
option. So they are stuck purchasing day-old bread 
that corner storeowner’s purchase for half of the 
price.”  District 5  
 
 
“I do not go to the corner store in my neighborhood 
because I don't trust that the food is fresh, even the 
can food may have expired dates. I have had the 
occasion to stop in but I was just not comfortable 
buying anything but a bottled drink.” District 7  

Corner Store Environment (17)  

 Most comments about corner store environments 
were negative; a couple respondents mentioned 
positive attributes, such as the store being clean or 
offering a new program (fruit/veggies being offered)  

 
Concerns about corner store environment include:  

 Safety issues (8), including violence, drug activity 
and attracting loiterers were the most common 
concerns 

 Physical environment: cleanliness, bullet-proof 
glass, create litter (plastic bags, bottles etc in street)  

 Unfriendly owners/workers  
 

 “I also know safety with these stores is an issue, as 
the ones in my neighborhood get robbed a lot. 
People shouldn’t feel like their safety is compromised 
when they walk into a store to purchase food.” 
District 12  
 
“ I have been shocked in a negative way by the 
cleanliness and upkeep of some corner stores.” 
District 15 
 
“The corner stores are crucial, but it is a 
demoralizing experience to shop in them. It really is 
run in, pick up one or two items quickly and get out.”  
District 4  
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Table 6. Factors Relating to Corner Store Use or Non-Use: selection, price & quality  

Findings (quote count)  Illustrative Quotes 

Selection and Quality (49)  
Selection was the single most common issue raised in 
relation to corner stores:  

 Most comments (32) specifically mentioned lack of 
selection & lack of healthy food selection, 
specifically fresh fruits and vegetables  

 Respondents said corner stores’ selection is often 
limited to ‘snack food’ or junk food.  

 A few respondents mentioned positive ideas about 
selection including more variety than they 
anticipated and/or fresh fruits/vegetables 

 
Quality was also connected with concerns regarding 
selection. Respondents mentioned:  

 Corner stores have lower quality items than larger 
stores  

 Corner stores have items near expiration and/or 
with long shelve-lives 

 The food is largely processed and of poor 
nutritional quality  

“They’re all we’ve got. They are “convenient” for 
soda, candy, and cigarettes, but most do not sell 
much else.”  District 9  
 
“There are a few corner stores in our 
neighborhood, through the efforts of No 
Boundaries Coalition and Fresh at the Avenue, 
that have begun to carry fresh locally grown 
produce. This is an incredible step in a positive 
direction but cannot replace the need for a full 
scale  supermarket.” District 9  
 
“I don’t have a negative perception of the corner 
stores, but I don’t really shop there because their 
selection is usually very limited.” District 12  
 
“Corner stores are more expensive, and less 
nutritious.“ District 11 

Price (24) 
Most comments about price 22/24 were negative:  

 Respondents felt corner stores are predatory, or 
specifically charge high prices to people in low-
income communities who may not have other 
shopping options 

 Respondents felt people with a choice shop only 
minimally at corner due to high prices paired with 
limited selection and quality  

 One respondent felt corner store pricing/selling 
practices are useful because they let people buy 
items individually, such as individual rolls of toilet 
paper, which is helpful to people unable to afford 
to buy in larger quantities  

“Corner stores are convenient but rarely have 
fresh food.  Staples like bread, milk, eggs  
and toilet paper are typically overpriced, 
sometimes as much as a dollar higher.” District 
9 
“These corner stores are charging the residents 
in these lower class neighborhoods unbelievable 
prices for convenience. “  District 6  
 
“Corner Stores serve a unique population in 
neighborhoods where people rely on their SNAP 
accounts to get food. These stores could play a 
critical role in serving these populations however 
because their inventory is limited, they tend to 
be more expensive, carry few healthy choices, 
and they don’t allow the families to stretch their 
BET benefits [sic] to the max. They therefore can 
pose a risk to already food insecure families.” 
District 14  

There were some specifically positive statements about 
corner stores; the two main themes were convenience and 
community:  
Convenience (34) 

 There were 34 statements about convenience, 
while the majority simply stated convenience as a 

“Convenience is key. I live a 15 minute walk 
between two grocery stores, SafeWay and Giant 
and sometimes still go to Family Dollar or the 
Schnapp Shoppe for an ingredient or two that 
I'm missing, or to pick up a quick meal when I'm 
low on cash and time. (Also, carrying large loads 
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Suggestions: Suggestions ranged to relatively specific, such as mentioning certain programs or 

nonprofits that have contributed to positive change in corner stores, to general ideas about 

establishing education programs. The results are categorized and summarized in Table 7.  

 

reason people use corner stores, others posited it 
as a specific reason they appreciate corner stores 

 Even if people don’t use corner stores for most of 
their shopping, they appreciate being able to grab 
an item or two  

Community (13)  

 Respondents appreciate that store-
owners/workers know them 

 Corner store owners may try to get items 
customers request 

 People from the community may form a stronger 
sense of community through corner stores 

 A couple respondents mentioned that store 
owners may give residents credit, though it may 
come at a cost (see District 6 quote) 

Other (12)  

 Other positive comments were some corner stores 
are well-stocked, have fresh produce, or are clean 
and orderly  

 

of groceries on my arms or bike for that long is 
hard.) I adore the Schnapp Shoppe its fast, close 
and has so many things.” District 12  
 
“Most of the corner stores and the residents 
form a bond with that community. The store 
knows the costumers needs and try to grant that 
request, if a customer needs an items [sic] and it 
is not on the shelf plans are usually made to 
facilitate that request.” District 7  
 
“I like the fact that I know the people that work 
in the store and that they know me from coming 
their store.” District 8  
 
“Many residents have established personal 
relationships with corner store owners, and can 
get credit or leeway when necessary, often 
exploitive and at a benefit to the store owner. “  
District 6  

Table 7. Suggestions to Improve Corner Stores  

Findings (quote count)  Illustrative Quotes 

Suggestions and Reflections (29) 

 Increase fruits/vegetables 
offered  

 Corner stores are important 
in communities and can 
provide employment and 
business opportunities as 
well as food access—one 
participants suggested 
corner stores should do more 
to hire local people as 
employees  

 Corner stores should provide 
education about healthy 
eating.   

 The majority of suggestions 
were from Black respondents 
ages 25-59 

“We can improve the corner stores by offering fresh fruits and vegetable 
and lowering the cost of the food items.” District 6 
 
“In my mind, improving them would be an effort to get local growers to 
sell fresh produce in them, set up tiny farmer's market stands outside of 
them, or partnering with healthy food initiatives, education and outreach 
efforts, and selling more healthy options within the stores.” District 12  
 
“My view on convenience stores is that their proximities to residents of 
the community are vital to their success and that they are very 
profitable. They have the potential to foster sustainable development 
and community growth through the sale of locally produced goods.”  
District 3 
 
“One way we could perhaps improve how corner stores work is to take 
the example of a strategy from the local non-profit No Boundaries 
Coalition to convince a single produce wholesaler to provide produce to 
various corner stores in an area at reasonable bargain price.” District 11 
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3. TRANSPORTATION 

 

Question 4: “Transportation is an important way to get people to food and food to people. We 

would like to find out how transportation (ex: public transportation, hacks, Uber, personal 

vehicle, bicycle, etc) impacts how you get to food. What are your thoughts and experiences 

around transportation and food access?”  

The goal of this section was to investigate survey respondents’ use and perceptions of 

types of transportation as they relate to food access and choice.  Topics of interest were types 

of transportation and usage, how usage is associated with food choice, and alternatives to 

typical transportation, for example services that bring food to people rather than people to 

food.  

Findings are broken down into three major groupings: 1) Modes of Transportation 2) 

Importance of transportation and barriers relating to transportation and 3) Suggestions related 

to transportation.   

As has been mentioned for the other questions in the application, the sample size, when 

broken into subgroups, is generally too small to draw conclusions. Even so, the following trends 

were noted and may be cause for further investigation. Elderly were more likely than other age 

groups to mention high costs of transportation and offer suggestions to improve food access. 

They were far less likely than other groups to mention walking or use of hacks (informal taxis), 

Uber or taxis. Those under age 25 were more likely than other age groups to mention walking. 

The middle age group (ages 25 to 49) made-up 61 percent of survey respondents, however 

provided 79 percent of the comments relating to cars.  

White respondents comprised around 20 percent of the sample, yet contributed nearly 

half (47 percent of the statements) relating to cars as well as a larger than expected proportion 

of the statements relating to walking. They were less likely to offer suggestions, mention hacks, 

Uber or taxis, or talk about food choice. Blacks comprised nearly 60 percent of the sample. They 

contributed 85 percent of the comments relating to food choice. They were less likely to 

mention walking and cars.  

 

Mode of transportation  

Respondents talked about their experiences and opinions related to cars, public 

transportation, ride-share services/taxis/hacks, walking and biking—themes related to each 

mode of transportation are displayed in Table 1 and subcategories are summarized below.  

Cars: Participants most frequently mentioned personal vehicles—i.e. cars—as a primary 

means of transportation to grocery shop. They associated having cars with more choice in 

location, convenience and general access.  As discussed below, not having a car was associated 

with many barriers, which result in decreased access and choice in shopping options. Some 

participants described time-periods where they had no or limited access to a car as challenging. 

Multiple participants said having a car is specifically linked to their ability to obtain healthy food 

from venues of their choice.  
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Public Transit: Participants noted a variety of experiences with public transportation. While 

some said public transportation is a viable option, especially with improvements, the general 

consensus is it is difficult to depend on public transportation for food shopping due to the 

difficulty of carrying multiple grocery bags and the time-consuming nature of waiting for buses.  

Rideshares, Taxis & Hacks: Respondents said they or others use or used hacks because of 

convenience over public transportation. A similar number of people inclusive of those who use 

them and those who do not, mentioned safety concerns related to them. While some noted the 

convenience of Uber/Lyft there is concern that costs are high and those without Smart phones 

and/or credit cards cannot use them. Taxis were mentioned the least and associated with 

concerns about expense.  

Other: A few people mentioned walking and/or biking. Some people specifically mentioned 

being grateful they could easily walk to a grocery store; some of these respondents specified 

that they only walk to pick up a few items. Others seemed to rely on walking as their main way 

of obtaining groceries, but said it is difficult to walk with all the groceries they need, especially 

when children are involved, and/or the distance is far and walking is time-consuming. Bicycles 

were mentioned as a viable if limited option, as carrying capacity is limited. Some respondents 

feel safety improvements are needed –i.e. more awareness of bikers and more city bike lanes.  

Table 8. Mode of Transportation 

Findings (quote count) Illustrative Quotes  

Cars(34)  
Participants feel having a car is important for the following 
reasons:  

 Access to foods beyond what is available in 
immediate community (including healthier options) 

 Ability to purchase larger quantities than 
otherwise(easier to transport)…? 

 Choice: ability to choose one or multiple grocery 
stores with desired items, quality, prices, etc. 
  

Participants felt not having a car makes food shopping more 
difficult for the following reasons:  

 Less choice 

 Takes more time, depending on transport 

 Possible expense associated with other options 

“I also understand that I am able to purchase 
from many different stores largely due to car 
ownership.” District 1 
 
“I have a car and if I didn’t, having access to 
nutritious food would be more difficult.” 
District 11 
 
“Being fortunate to have my own 
transportation allows me the ability to find 
access to healthier foods still I must go out of 
my community to do just that.”  District 17  
 
“When I grocery shop, it’s usually for a lot of 
items at once – and I’m fortunate enough to 
have my own vehicle - so I expect to be able 
to park my car easily near the store, and then 
bring a cart full of grocery bags to my car, to 
transfer the bags into my trunk.” District 9  

Public Transit (35) 
Participants shared a variety of personal experiences and 
opinions relating to public transportation. Major themes are 
as follows:  
 
1) Public transportation is not ideal for grocery shopping for 
the following reasons: 

“Transportation is a major impact on food 
purchasing, as a resident who had to use 
public transportation for a few months it was 
so difficult to purchase food and transport 
them home on the MTA, the amount of food 
purchased, the transferring to another bus or 
subway and walking from the stop with the 
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 Extra time (compared to personal vehicle) 

 Buses are crowded 

 Unreliable-public transportation may not come at 
time scheduled 

 Forces limited quantities of groceries -it’s difficult 
to transport them, especially during crowded, peak 
hours and for those who are elderly or disabled 

 Not realistic for an item or two because of 
time/effort involved  

 Not available in all parts of the city -people have to 
take multiple buses, or walk and take buses  

2) Public transportation could be improved in the following 
ways:  

 New schedules and routes could be created and 
tailored to transport residents to grocery stores 
beyond their communities, especially in 
neighborhoods where public transit is currently 
lacking  

 Reliability could improve—i.e. buses could run on 
time  

3) Positive experiences with public transportation 

 A couple respondents said their neighborhood has a 
direct bus-line to a grocery store 

 One respondent said her elderly mother takes a bus 
and is offered individualized, effective service 
because of her disability status  

many bags. I soon found that I was 
purchasing less or going to the store more.” 
District 5  
 
“It can be an extreme challenge carrying 
groceries home on a bus; hence why many 
with limited income seek options closer to 
home.  If they are able to visit the 
supermarket, they often purchase food for 
the month (which often will not include 
produce because it quickly spoils).” District 3 
 
“The nearest full service Supermarket is 
Safeway in Charles Village, 40 minutes and 1 
transfer each way by public transit.” District 9  

Uber, Lyft, Taxis & Hacks(19)  

 People weigh a number of factors when choosing 
these ride options. They may consider cost, 
time/convenience and safety/their comfort level. 
People generally mentioned not having 
transportation as a reason to use these options.  

Uber/Lyft 

 Uber/Lyft is an option for those with Smart phones, 
credits cards and enough money to afford them 

 People may weigh the trade-offs between extra 
time vs. money when deciding between ride-shares 
and public transit  

Taxis 

 Some people use only once in a while for a big 
shopping trip  

 Negative comments included cost, waiting for 
drivers, and unfriendly drivers  

Hacks 

 Mentioned most frequently  

 Several people mentioned they personally or those 
they know have safety concerns  

“Most often when I see taxis or Lyft/Ubers in 
my neighborhood, it is people unloading their 
groceries. A Lyft or Uber usually costs about 
$15 but people choose to spend that instead 
of their time.” District 9 
 
“Hacking is a popular mode of transportation 
to grocery stores. However, our senior 
residents and single mothers do not feel 
safe.” District 9  
 
“Cabs are expensive, and not available in 
some areas. Uber is great, if you have cell 
phone, and a debit card, and money to spend, 
but you still have to call a ride to go to the 
store, shop and then call another ride while 
you wait with your bags.” District 4  
 
“My aunt who lived in west Baltimore on 
Gilmor St. had to walk to Safeway the closest 
grocery store with her three children and they 
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 May not always be available when needed 

 Some people may walk or take public transit to a 
store to save money, and then take the hack back 
with all their groceries  

couldn’t stand it. A lot of times there were no 
hacks available or she just didn’t have the 
extra funds to afford one.” District 10 

Walking (18) 
While respondents may feel having grocery stores in easy 
walking distance is important, most did not mention 
walking as a convenient or primary way they complete their 
grocery shopping. Themes from comments are as follows:  

 Grocery stores/corner stores within walking 
distance are important/desirable 

 The time it takes to walk and difficulty of carrying 
multiple grocery bags may be a deterrent  

 Some respondents may walk as their regular way of 
grocery shopping, however generally find it limiting 
(takes time, can only carry limited amount, etc)  

 Other respondents may walk to grab a couple 
items, rather than depend on walking as their 
primary mode of grocery shopping  

“Walkability to a grocery store is key. 
Otherwise, feeding yourself and your family 
becomes a hassle and it is easier to resort to 
eating from corner stores and carry out 
venues.” District 11 
 
“My son lives in Pigtown and doesn’t drive. 
He gets food at corner stores, gas stations, 
the dollar general and sometimes the grocery 
store. While the grocery store is in walking 
distance from his house, it is difficult to carry 
multiple bags of groceries and be safe while 
walking so he rarely does this.”  District 4 

Other (7) 
There were several other modes of transportation/options 
mentioned 

 7 respondents mentioned biking; there was some 
concern about safety and a caveat of limited 
carrying capacity  

 A couple of residents mentioned 
carpools/alternative rideshares  

 One respondent mentioned renting a Zipcar (see 
quote)  

“Bicycle is also difficult – it can be downright 
dangerous to bike in parts of the city, with 
traffic being so heavy. And then again, you 
are limited in getting groceries back and forth 
by what you can carry.” District 4 
 
“In Baltimore, I bike to and from work and 
stop at the grocery store on the way home. I 
can only get a bag full of groceries that will 
fit in the bike basket. If I did not have a 
bicycle there would be very few grocery 
options available to me within walking 
distance. The metro is also not an option 
because it does not cover my part of the city.” 
District 1  

Food to people(6) 
The idea of bringing food to people rather than vice versa 
was specifically examined because it was included in the 
question to participants. Most people did not respond to 
this part of the question. Among those who did:  

 Most mentioned a personal experience or an 
example based on someone they knew  

 All thought it was a good idea, though one 
respondent mentioned not everyone will like haven 
their produce chosen by others (see second quote 
to left).  

 

“…every Thursday at our building a large van 
pulls up and dispenses food consisting of 
fresh fruits, vegetables eggs meats bread and 
other goods. The residents line up in all kind 
of weather to get their groceries. It might be 
a good idea to design a mobile food truck 
that could go to various communities and 
dispense groceries.”  District 5  
 
“I think the stores that deliver are great. The 
virtual supermarket is a great idea to me, but 
some people like to handle their produce 
before they purchase.” District 7  
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Importance of transportation and barriers relating to transportation 

An overarching theme was the general importance of transportation. The most common 

challenge, or barrier to food shopping was not having a personal vehicle. There were also 

specific challenges mentioned in the context of other forms of transportation, all explained in 

the table below.  The barriers involving transit were divided into participants talking about 

themselves specifically, versus talking in broad terms or specifically about others.  Also, because 

food choice was so often mentioned, how it may intersect with transportation is included in the 

table.  

Table 9. Transportation: Barriers and Importance  

Findings (quote count) Illustrative Quotes  

Barriers generally/to others: 30  
Barriers to self: 14  
There are several common barriers that were mentioned.  
Lack of personal vehicle: 

 Not having a personal vehicle limits where and how 
people shop 

Cost of taxis/rideshare:  

 When people are on limited budgets, the extra cost 
may mean diminished budget for groceries 

Safety concerns of hacks:  

 While cheaper than the above rideshares, they may 
not be safe/comfortable 

Time:  

 Distance to grocery store especially affects those 
without cars, however even a couple of respondents 
with cars said finding time to drive to grocery stores 
beyond their community is challenging   

“Having reliable and convenient 
transportation is vital in ensuring successful 
access to healthy and affordable food. 
Unfortunately, my experience in Baltimore 
city has led me to believe that without a 
personal car or another form of reliable 
transportation, it can be extremely difficult 
to access quality grocery stores, especially if 
you have limited financial resources and/or 
live in a food desert.” District 9  
 
“Transportation was my biggest issue when 
it came down to food access. I did not have 
a car for a while and it drastically impacted 
how I ate. I would simply have to ask people 
for rides to the store and work around 
someone else’s schedule.” District 7  

Food choice (26)  
Barriers may affect people’s food shopping choices in the 
following ways:  
Affects where people shop: 

 People may choose corner stores over grocery stores 
because of lack of transportation  

Affects people’s ability to shop around for best quality and 
selection:  

 People who rely on public or other non-personal 
vehicle transport may not be able to make shopping 
decisions based on price and quality 

Affects what people purchase:   

 People may purchase food with longer shelf-life if 
they have limited access to grocery stores/cannot 
shop frequently  

 People may purchase less food than they want 
because of need to carry it on public transit  

“Transportation is the key to access!  
People buy what is accessible.  Those living 
in city neighborhoods lack transportation 
which = lack of access.” District 6  
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Suggestions  

The final table contains suggestions and ideas for making transportation better meet the 

needs of residents specifically for food access. There were a limited number of suggestions, 

maybe because ideas were not specifically solicited as part of the question.  Also, there are a 

minority of participants who wrote or implied they feel the current transportation options are 

satisfactory.  

 

Table I0. Suggestions & Reflections Relating to Transportation 

Suggestions and Reflections (12) 

 Provide specific transportation for people 
to get to food stores (i.e. vans,  shuttles or 
direct bus line)  

 Design a mobile food truck to bring food 
to people, especially seniors  

 Provide transportation subsidies to 
residents who live in a neighborhood 
without a full-service grocery store 

 Improve bike lanes/walkability  

 Increase grocery stores in neighborhoods 
without them  

“I feel the best way would to be have a shuttle that 
leaves at various times, possibly the Collins Thrift store 
parking lot and have people travel in groups to the 
grocery store for a small amount of money.” District 8  
 
“There needs to be an improvement in our public 
transportation system, creating more bus lines that 
connect food desert neighborhoods to quality grocery 
stores. More quality grocery stores also need to be built 
in the neighborhoods which would make quality food 
more easily accessible to these residents” District 9 
 
“I think we are moving in the right direction in making 
the city feel safer to bike in with the new bike lanes. 
Perhaps it would be important to consider how 
highways and larger multi-lane streets affect 
accessibility. For example, narrowing a street in a busy 
area can make the neighborhood more pedestrian and 
bike friendly.” District 11 
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4. LOCAL FOOD 

Question 5: “One strategy to address vacant property and food access is growing local food, 

whether through an urban farm, a community garden, or even in your own backyard. What is 

your experience with food grown in the city? What is your interest or experience around urban 

agriculture?”   

Analysis of this question focused on identifying respondents’ perspectives on urban 

agriculture, including their personal and professional experiences and the benefits and 

challenges they associate with it. Nearly 37 percent of respondents (n=29) had personal 

experiences with local food—most commonly community or home gardens and in some cases 

shopping at a farmer’s market. Around 34 percent (n=27) specifically voiced support for local 

food production, again respondents most commonly mentioned community gardens. While a 

significant number of people mentioned they lack experience with community gardens, most 

simultaneously expressed curiosity or desire to learn.  

Findings are presented in the charts below in more details.  

Table 11. Individual Experiences with Local Food   

Findings (quote count)  Illustrative Quotes  

Personal experiences (34 ) 
30 individuals expressed having has some personal experience with local 
food production and/or dissemination, such as shopping at a farmer’s 
market.  

 Young people were least likely to mention personal experiences 
compared to other age groups  

 Races mentioned personal experiences at proportionally similar 
percentages  

 Twenty-three respondents mentioned growing in community 
gardens or their own backyard 

 Six respondents stated their experience with local food is 
frequenting farmers’ markets or otherwise purchasing locally  

 Respondents also mentioned 
o  learning to garden from a family member as a child (4)  
o Relying on gardens during financially difficult times (2)  

“I have seen my family 
through times of 
unemployment by growing 
beans, greens and squash. I 
have rented plots through 
the city in parks. I’ve grown 
in my own yard, friends 
family and neighbors yards 
and vacant lots.” District 3  
“I am part of a group of 
residents that farm and 
work the Madeira St 
garden in my community. I 
love fresh Maryland 
tomatoes.” District 13 

 Professional experiences (paid work & volunteer work) (20)   
Respondents discussed work experiences as related to community 
gardens education and volunteer work  

 The under 25 age group had more mentions of professional 
experiences in proportion to other age groups 

 Whites/Caucasians mentioned proportionally more professional 
experiences than Blacks  

“I produce food at Park 
Heights Community Health 
Alliance. It has been the 
most rewarding job I have 
ever had.” District 7  
 
“My growing interest in 
food has lead me to 
volunteer with the 
Baltimore Orchard Project.” 
District 11  
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Anticipated and Experienced Benefits of Urban Agriculture  

The following benefits were mentioned in regards to local food production, most commonly in 

relation to community gardens: increased access to produce, educational opportunities for 

both youth and others, community building/engagement, increased access to healthy and/or 

fresh food, revitalization of vacant lots, supportive of local economy and/or providing economic 

or employment opportunities, and cost-savings for individuals. Each theme is including with 

findings below. In cases where themes are mentioned in relation to concerns, that information 

is included as well.  

Table 12. Respondents’ Associations with Local Food Production  

Findings (quote count)  Illustrative Quotes 

Education (31) 
Education was one of the most commonly mentioned theme 
in relation to local food production. Themes found were:  

 The 60 + age group respondents were least likely to 
mention education 

Themes found were: 

 People need education to yield harvest and 
otherwise have a successful experience  

 Urban gardening is a way to educate people about 
healthy eating  

 Urban gardening/food production should be taught 
in schools or schools should have community gardens  

“Locally grown foods in either yards, 
community gardens, urban farms, or 
on vacant lots are excellent ways to 
help feed and educate, the population 
of the value of good nutritious foods.”   
District 11 

Health (21)  “I think urban growing is a concept 
that should be adopted in many parts 

Statements of support (27) 
Individuals included statements of support in their responses to question 
five, regardless of whether they had prior experience with urban 
agriculture 

 All race/ethnic groups and age groups voiced support 

“I applaud this gesture. It is 
a welcoming sight to have 
local grown food in the 
community.” District 7 
 
“I’m all for it. And if I can 
help work or start one 
please let me know.” 
District 8  

 No/limited experience (14) 
There were 14 individuals who stated they had no or limited experience, 
generally in reference to community gardens:  

 People of every race and age were among those who had limited 
or no experience—no group stood out as extremely over or under 
represented  

 The majority also stated they were interested in learning to 
garden or becoming involved with a community garden 

 
 

 “In conclusion, I always 
wanted to have a small 
garden, growing my own 
vegetables and fruits but I 
don’t know how[,] and this 
idea is a great start for the 
community working 
together to have nourishing 
food at their fingertips.” 
District 5  
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Health benefits of local food/community agriculture were 
identified by people of every race/ethnicity and age group, 
however the distribution was uneven across groups:  

 Those in the younger age group were most likely to 
mention health benefits, those in the middle and 
oldest had similar, lower proportions  

 Those who identified as Black and White race 
mentioned health at similar rates  

 Some respondents specifically mentioned local food 
is healthier because of its freshness and/or higher 
nutritional content  

of the city and should be funded fully 
by state and local government to 
lower chronic diseases that plague 
many residents in the city.”  District 
14  

Access (19) 
Access was difficult to define, as other factors contribute to 
access and respondents often did not specifically use the 
word access. Statements were considered to be about access 
if they mentioned local food production increasing 
availability of food or scenarios where more people had 
easier access to food as a result of local production—i.e. a 
garden that donates food to community members:  

 Those under 25 were more likely to mention access 
then other age groups 

 Blacks, Whites and those with unknown races all 
mentioned access at similar rates  

 Most people felt urban agriculture will increase 
access, particularly to health food 

 Some respondents endorsed urban agriculture as a 
solution to food deserts, others said while a start, it 
won’t replace grocery stores or solve the large-scale 
access challenges in their neighborhoods 

 “I am very interested in urban 
gardening because it provides an 
immediate solution to food desert 
problems for some families. On a 
larger scale we must provide various 
choices for people of varied abilities.” 
District 2 
 
“It was a gathering place for 
neighbors, increased  
community green space, and started 
many conversations about food 
access and sources. Nonetheless, the 
small garden was limited in its ability 
to supply the neighborhood with 
healthy, fresh foods.” District 1 
 
 

Economic Benefits (11)  
Respondents associations of how local food relates to the 
economy ranged from examples of how programs are 
employing adolescents or vulnerable populations to more 
general statements about economic benefits of reinvesting in 
the local community  

 No negative statements were found  

 No one in the 60 plus group mentioned economic 
benefits  

 Whites were most likely to mention economic 
benefits –6 out of 11 comments. There were four 
comments from Blacks and one comment from an 
individual of two or more races.  

“In 2017 CCYD will finish 
implementing a food scrap recovery 
and compost service to employ area 
youth in Brooklyn / Curtis Bay in 
partnership with the Institute for 
Local Self Reliance.” District 1  
 
“Local businesses could purchase this 
produce to help strengthen the local 
economy.” District 12  
 
 

Fresh Food (13)  
Freshness was associated with local food and also particularly 
mentioned as a benefit or reason why it would be beneficial 
to have urban agriculture  

“I think that is such a awesome idea. 
My grandmother use to buy fresh 
veggies and fruits off the horse. Yes I 
remember lol We were healthier and 
happier because we had fresh food in 
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 The 60 plus age group made comments about 
freshness at slightly higher rates than other groups 

 Whites were least likely to make comments about 
freshness  

the area. I think the community will 
benefit the most because of the unity 
that has to occur during the process. 
What a marvelous sight that will be.”  
District 6 

Vacant Lots (9)  
In most cases vacant lots or abandoned properties were 
mentioned among lists of other benefits of urban agriculture. 
While some specifically referred to challenges associated 
with vacant lots, other simply mentioned vacant lots as 
having better potential for use.  

 Since there were relatively few mentions, it is 
difficult to discern patterns/patterns should be 
interpreted with caution  

 Whites were most likely to make comments about 
vacant lots  

“ Property that are vacant for along 
time always is bomb waiting to 
explode, hopefully we can rise to (the) 
this occasion and address it.” District 
2  
“My partner ___ manages an urban 
farm in Sandtown called Strength to 
Love II. The initiative is meant to grow 
organic food locally, engage the 
surrounding community, provide jobs 
to recently released citizens from 
incarceration, and to re-purpose 
abandoned lots.”  
District 12  

Costs (8)  
All but one person who mentioned costs and associated 
community gardens/local produce with reduced costs. One 
person mentioned the high costs of local food at farmers’ 
markets.   

 Seven people who commented on costs identified as 
Black race, one was Latina (in the other category).  
Six of the 8 people were under 25, one was over 60 
and the other’s age is unknown. The person with the 
unknown age was the only one who raised the 
concern that costs may be higher; the 6 others 
associated local food with cost-savings.  

“It could result in effective backfill of 
vacant property while providing lower 
cost food through the farm-to-table 
model, while creating a sense of 
community through neighborhood 
farmer’s markets.”   District 8  

Other (11)  
The following are other benefits mentioned by respondents:  

 Eliminating trash 

 Fostering pride, self-efficacy and sense of purpose 
within individuals and/or communities (4)  

 Environmental benefits derived from less 
transportation and decreased pesticide use 

 Sparks conversations 

 Increased community green space 

 The ideas that successfully gardening could lead to 
individual or community pride was the most common 
‘other benefit’ mentioned   

“More than produce, these 
movements empower people by 
giving them solutions to their 
problems.” District 4 
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Challenges:  

While challenges could be broadly split into four general categories, there is still 

significant variation and opinions within each categories.  

Findings  (quote count) 
 

Illustrative quotes 

Access (10) 
While local food was generally seen as beneficial 
respondents had concerns about the equity of 
opportunity and the focus on urban agriculture 
given the magnitude of need in some 
communities. Main themes are:  

 Uncertainty over who will benefit 
from urban agriculture. For example, 
will it be fair? Will those who are 
most disadvantaged or 
neighborhoods with the greatest 
need reap the benefit?  

 Is urban agriculture going to produce 
enough and be positioned in a way 
to alleviate healthy food access 
challenges for those who need it 
most? Some see it as a luxury or a 
nice side project for those with 
privilege  

“Just because we can grow food in our city doesn’t 
mean that the price of food will be accessible to the 
community the farm is in. In addition, it’s important 
to think about who’s farming in our city. I 
know that a lot of urban farms in Baltimore are 
being managed and run by white people, which 
often doesn’t reflect the demographic of the 
neighborhood the farm is in.” District 12  
 
“My interest and our community’s interest is very 
little.  I have no experience, but assuredly see the 
benefits when and where there is man and woman 
power to accommodate such.  Right now, our 
community is very much challenged with the day to 
day problems of unemployment, crime, violence, 
drugs, parental challenges, etc.” District 9 
 
Turning vacant properties into urban farms is quite 
attractive at first glance, but we need to ensure 
that the targeted population will have access and 
not just the privileged few. District 14  

Education (7) 
Several respondents mentioned feeling they 
either did not have the skills to successfully 
garden, or they were interested, however not 
qualified to lease from the city:  

 People need education to fruitfully 
garden and cook with produce  

 People have attempted and failed to 
garden because of lack of education  

 People are not able to lease vacant lots 
from city because lack 1 year prerequisite 
experience  

“The issue is that a lot of people do not know the 
process of gardening or growing crops. Therefore, 
more programs and schools should focus on 
teaching people how to properly start a garden, 
whether it’s in the community or one’s own back 
yard.” District 10  
 

Logistical challenges (7) 
Some respondents Maintenance/Structure 

 Community gardens must be well 
organized  

 Gardening is a lot of work  

 There could be challenges around how 
produce is used/distributed if it is 
produced as a collaborative effort  

“The huge factor in maintaining a community 
garden is community cooperation and involvement. 
I have seen the Baltimore Free Farm and Boone 
Street Farm become successes as an example, but I 
have also seen members of a community unite with 
the best intentions of starting a garden, then being 
unsuccessful in getting committed members to 
maintain upkeep.” District 7  
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I think the biggest challenge with community 
gardens is finding the volunteers to maintain it. 
That’s been our experience with vacant lot 
restorations, and I’ve seen some hoop houses go up 
in the Franklin Square neighborhood that weren’t 
maintained well and have become eyesores without 
ever producing food.  However, if the watering and 
care can be regimented, there is potential for it to 
become a viable food source. District 9  

Environmental barriers (7) 
Several participants mentioned environmental 
barriers, both natural and human-made that are 
barriers to urban agriculture  

 Rodents 

 Lack of water, sun, or poor soil  

 Trespassers or vandalism   

“We do grow our own herbs but stopped growing in 
our raised bed due to poor production, lack of sun.” 
-District 3  
 
“In our community residents have to consider some 
barriers such as rodents and vandalism.” District 12  
 
“I had signed up last year for the adopt a lot 
program and faced the following problems 
 1. Access to water (vacant lot between two 
houses) and no hook up for city water access 
 2. Pest control 
 3. Trust passers[sic] 
 4. Availability to learning materials to learn 
the best practices for urban gardening 
 5. Availability to tools to build raised beds”  
District 8  

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

Respondents who completed the application generally had a high-awareness of their 

food environment. Most responses indicate respondents consider food shopping options based 

on a variety of factors and are sensitive to differential costs, quality and selection throughout 

Baltimore City. While there were some positive sentiments relating to corner stores, these 

results reveal many residents remain unsatisfied with selection, quality and costs and do not 

feel corner stores are a desirable substitute for a larger grocery store. In terms of 

transportation, it seems respondents without a personal vehicle feel limited in terms of food 

options, and those with a personal vehicle realize the benefits it affords them. The suggestions 

in this section around food specific transportation, biking and other solutions may warrant 

closer attention and further discussion. Finally, while over one third of respondents are 

generally optimistic about health, economic and access benefits of local agriculture, there is 

concern among some participants that such efforts may detract attention from entrenched 

issues of violence and poverty, and ultimately not serve the most vulnerable.  
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While a limitation of this research is the self-selecting sample, it is likely these 

respondents and similar will be among the first to voice their opinions or engage in other public 

forums on this topic, thus understanding their perspectives, concerns and desires is vital as 

Baltimore City moves forward with efforts to create a more equitable food environment.  

It is hoped this analysis will provide insight and spark ideas for discussion as plans to 

mitigate food deserts and increase equity of the food environment move forward in Baltimore 

City and beyond.  

 


