
INNOVATIVE APPROACHES TO ADVANCE CLIMATE 
AND FOOD EQUITY 
This food policy snapshot is based on interviews with Kate Lee, Director of the Office of Urban 
Agriculture at DC Department of Energy and Environment, and Ona Balkus, Food Policy Director 
at DC Office of Planning. Written by Krista Gehlhausen, Fatema Alzaabi, and Joseph Flores - LBJ 
School of Public Affairs, University of Texas at Austin.
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FACT BOX
• THE 2022 DC FOOD POLICY PRIORITIES include a new 

priority focused on supporting the development and 
implementation of DC food policies that address 
climate change.

• In the 2022 Budget, Mayor Bowser invested $58 
million into the FOOD ACCESS FUND and NOURISH 
DC COLLABORATIVE to incentivize new grocery stores 
and local food businesses in neighborhoods where 
structural racism and disinvestment have led to low 
food access. 

• Through local HEALTHY FOOD ACCESS PROGRAMS 
such as Produce Plus, Healthy Corner Stores, and 
Joyful Food Markets, DC provides free and discounted 
fresh, local produce to low-income residents.

• District government incentives for establishing urban 
agriculture include a 90% PROPERTY TAX ABATEMENT 
ON AGRICULTURAL LAND USES and a land lease 
program to facilitate food production on city-owned 
land. The URBAN AGRICULTURE INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND OPERATIONS GRANT also provides socially 
disadvantaged farmers with financial assistance.

• DC provides FOOD WASTE INNOVATION GRANTS to 
support food businesses to minimize food waste and 
associated greenhouse gas emissions. 

• In 2021, DC became the first city in the U.S. to adopt 
a GREEN FOOD PURCHASING ACT, requiring that, by 
2030, the City measure and reduce emissions in its 
food purchasing by 25%. 

ENABLERS
CREATING MEASURABLE GOALS FOR A SUSTAINABLE 
FOOD SYSTEM
The City has several goals laid out in its SUSTAINABLE DC 2.0 PLAN, 
including expanding agricultural land uses in the District, reducing food 
waste by 60%, and reaching 80% waste diversion by 2032. In addition, 
the District tracks progress on waste diversion through the SOLID WASTE 
DIVERSION REPORT which found that food waste accounts for 15% of 
total waste in 2018. DC’s FOOD SERVICE WARE REQUIREMENTS and 
FOOD WASTE INNOVATION FUNDING are policies/programs that signal 
the District’s progress toward minimizing waste. 

The DC Department of Energy and Environment has been reporting 
the District’s greenhouse gas emissions since 2006 focusing on direct 
emissions from energy, transportation, and waste disposal. As the 
District moves toward its goal of becoming carbon neutral by 2050, 
like many cities, the District will calculate its first consumption-based 
inventory by 2024, offering a more holistic view of the emissions 
associated with the goods and services used in the District every day, 
including food. Knowing the climate impacts associated with food 
systems and choices, District Government is taking a first step in low-
carbon procurement. THE GREEN FOOD PURCHASING ACT OF 2021 
requires District Government to measure the greenhouse gas emissions 
associated with its food and beverage procurements, $10,000 and larger, 
and reduce corresponding emissions by 25% by fiscal year 2030, with 
a goal of providing healthy, nutritious, and culturally appropriate meals 
that are also climate-friendly. 
 
COLLABORATION ACROSS CITY DEPARTMENTS YIELDS 
STRONG RESULTS
Washington, DC has developed ambitious and nuanced targets 
to provide sustainable food access, linking its food system to its 
climate plan through effective cross-city collaboration. While other 
cities depend on community volunteers and partners external to 
government, DC has benefited from creating a Food Policy Division 
within the Office of Planning and hosting the Food Policy Council 
within the municipal government itself. The Food Policy Council 
hosts monthly public meetings between staff of different agencies 
and public leaders in the local food system to collaborate on shared 
goals and projects. This cohesion has led to several new city initiatives 
to strengthen the food system, including expanding access to the 
SPECIAL SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION PROGRAM FOR WOMEN, INFANTS, 
AND CHILDREN, PROVIDING FREE MEALS TO AT-RISK CHILDREN 
after school at recreation centers, and developing the NOURISH DC 
COLLABORATIVE and the OFFICE OF URBAN AGRICULTURE.

COMMITMENT TO RACIAL EQUITY
Through several recent initiatives, DC has taken steps to center racial 
equity in its work at the intersection of food and climate. Established 
in 2021, the Mayor’s OFFICE OF RACIAL EQUITY provides guidance 
to agencies on how to collect data, propose budget allocations, and 
implement policies and programs in ways that move the city towards 
racial equity. The DC COUNCIL OFFICE ON RACIAL EQUITY now conducts 
racial equity impact assessments on all legislation that moves through 
the DC Council. Specific to food policy, the DC Food Policy Council led 
an 8-part public discussion series in 2020 on RACE, RACISM, AND THE 
DISTRICT’S FOOD SYSTEM. The Food Policy Council also participates in 
continued racial equity trainings and has rewritten its bylaws and policy 
priorities with a racial equity focus. DC funding opportunities such as 
the Nourish DC Collaborative, the Urban Agriculture Infrastructure Grant, 
and others also have a specific focus on supporting neighborhoods 
where structural racism has led to disinvestment.

BARRIERS 
BARRIERS TO ACCESS FOR FOOD ENTREPRENEURS AND 
BUSINESSES
Although Sustainable DC 2.0 includes a goal of adding 20 additional 
acres of DC land for agricultural use by 2032, land acquisition is a 
significant challenge for small farmers in DC. Due to high costs of land 
and space limitations (including the federal government controlling 29% 
of land in DC), it can be extremely challenging to start an urban farm. The 
Office of Urban Agriculture is actively working on this challenge through 
the Urban Land Lease Program and implementing the Urban Farm Tax 
Abatement, but challenges persist. Small food businesses and food 
entrepreneurs also struggle to access affordable commercial kitchen 
space, food storage space, and brick and mortar retail space, given 
the high costs of DC real estate. The DC Food Policy Council and the 
Department of Small and Local Business Development have worked to 
address this challenge through research on commercial kitchen zoning 
and through a commercial kitchen matchmaking project. The Deputy 
Mayor for Planning and Economic Development has also provided 
several grants to new shared commercial kitchen spaces and other small 
DC food businesses. 

LACK OF STATEHOOD AND THE LEGACY OF RACIAL 
INEQUITY
As our nation’s capital, the District is currently home to over 700,000 
residents, a majority of whom are people of color yet they remain the 
only US citizens who lack voting representation in Congress. Fueled by 
racist policy decisions made more than 200 years ago, the residents 
of Washington, DC are DENIED THE FULL RIGHTS OF CITIZENSHIP that 
the residents of other U.S. states enjoy. Lack of statehood means that 
residents cannot participate in many aspects of democracy, and District-
elected Congressional representatives cannot vote on federal legislation 
such as the U.S. Farm Bill, Child Nutrition Reauthorization, COVID-19 
relief legislation and other laws that significantly affect food insecurity 
and climate resiliency in DC. Lack of statehood also means that DC is not 
always reflected in federal reports or treated equitably regarding access 
to federal funding and government grants.

Legacies of racist policies continue to impact Black and Latinx residents 
in DC. While food insecurity has been decreasing in recent years, Black 
and Latinx residents are disproportionately affected. The city continues 
to experience a grocery gap, referring to wealthier, white-majority 
neighborhoods having more access to healthy food than lower-income, 
Black-majority neighborhoods. The city recently celebrated the opening 
of a new grocery store, and the groundbreaking of another supermarket 
East of the Anacostia River, but more progress is needed to address the 
grocery gap. DC also continues to experience a significant racial wealth 
gap. The MEDIAN INCOME OF WHITE FAMILIES IS MORE THAN THREE 
TIMES THE INCOME OF BLACK FAMILIES. People of color are much more 
vulnerable to the effects of climate change and food insecurity. The 
complex intersection of racial, climate, and food system vulnerability 
must continue to be centered in the city’s efforts. 

Washington, DC’s new funding mechanisms to increase sustainable 
access to food, particularly those targeted to address long-standing 
racial divides, offers a model for other cities with similar access 
challenges. Alongside these innovations, DC has established clear 
benchmarks to monitor and assess its progress. To be successful, DC 
will need to balance its priorities and align programs to achieve multiple 
objectives. For example, incorporating waste reduction into food access 
programs and ensuring that scarce municipal land is used sustainably 
are crucial considerations. By continuing to leverage its constructive 
cross-city collaboration, DC can fill its role as a budding leader in the 
climate and food policy nexus. 

Our food goals are largely around equity and 
access. Our food insecurity rates follow very 
racial demographic lines. It’s time we talk 
about food as an environmental justice issue.

GLASGOW
FOOD AND
CLIMATE
DECLARATION

WASHINGTON DC USA

Washington, DC, also known as the District, has established itself as a national leader for local action 
on climate resilience and greenhouse emissions reduction. With a strong central framework in the 
SUSTAINABLE DC 2.0 PLAN, DC works towards ambitious sustainability goals across twelve different 
issue areas, ranging from energy and transportation to food, with a commitment to projects that support 
communities affected by systemic racism. Muriel Bowser, the Mayor of DC, has spearheaded several 
initiatives that address the link between food and climate, including the popular FOOD WASTE DROP-
OFF PROGRAM at ten farmers markets across the District, taking steps to implement the GOOD FOOD 
PURCHASING PROGRAM in DC Public Schools, and funding an OFFICE OF URBAN AGRICULTURE within the 
Department of Energy and the Environment. Through these and its other initiatives, DC has managed to 
successfully link its climate goals with efforts to address food insecurity.

 Signing the Glasgow Declaration 
builds synergy between our 
greenhouse gas emissions 
reporting, Office of Urban 
Agriculture, and Food Policy 
Council to move the food and 
climate conversation forward.
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https://dcfoodpolicy.org/2022-dc-food-policy-priorities/
https://dmped.dc.gov/page/food-access-fund
https://www.capitalimpact.org/programs/nourish-dc-collaborative/
https://www.capitalimpact.org/programs/nourish-dc-collaborative/
https://dchealth.dc.gov/node/194552
https://doee.dc.gov/urbanag#:~:text=Urban%20Farm%20Tax%20Abatement%20Program,for%20a%20property%20is%20%2420%2C000.
https://doee.dc.gov/urbanag#:~:text=Urban%20Farm%20Tax%20Abatement%20Program,for%20a%20property%20is%20%2420%2C000.
https://doee.dc.gov/release/notice-funding-availability-2021-urban-agriculture-infrastructure-grant#:~:text=DOEE's%20Office%20of%20Urban%20Agriculture,individual%20grants%20up%20to%20%2425%2C000.
https://doee.dc.gov/release/notice-funding-availability-2021-urban-agriculture-infrastructure-grant#:~:text=DOEE's%20Office%20of%20Urban%20Agriculture,individual%20grants%20up%20to%20%2425%2C000.
https://dslbd.dc.gov/page/food-waste-innovation-grants
https://dcfoodpolicy.org/2020/12/08/green-food-purchasing-amendment-act-of-2020/
https://sustainable.dc.gov/sdc2
https://zerowaste.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/zerowaste/CY%2018%20Diversion%20Report%20Final%203%2010%2021.pdf
https://zerowaste.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/zerowaste/CY%2018%20Diversion%20Report%20Final%203%2010%2021.pdf
https://doee.dc.gov/foodserviceware
https://dslbd.dc.gov/page/food-waste-innovation-grants
https://lims.dccouncil.us/downloads/LIMS/45879/Introduction/B23-0987-Introduction.pdf
https://www.dchunger.org/food-policies-and-guides/wic-expansion-act/
https://www.dchunger.org/food-policies-and-guides/wic-expansion-act/
https://www.capitalimpact.org/programs/nourish-dc-collaborative/
https://www.capitalimpact.org/programs/nourish-dc-collaborative/
https://doee.dc.gov/urbanag
https://oca.dc.gov/page/office-racial-equity
https://www.dcracialequity.org
https://dcfoodpolicy.org/events-and-meetings/coffee-chats/
https://dcfoodpolicy.org/events-and-meetings/coffee-chats/
https://statehood.dc.gov/page/why-statehood-dc
https://sustainable.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/sustainable/page_content/attachments/sdc%202.0%20Edits%20V5_web_0.pdf
https://sustainable.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/sustainable/page_content/attachments/sdc%202.0%20Edits%20V5_web_0.pdf
https://sustainable.dc.gov/sdc2
https://dpw.dc.gov/foodwastedropoff
https://dpw.dc.gov/foodwastedropoff
https://code.dccouncil.us/us/dc/council/code/sections/38-823.01b.html
https://code.dccouncil.us/us/dc/council/code/sections/38-823.01b.html
http://Office of Urban Agriculture

