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Discussion Points Challenging The Term “Food Desert” 
 
Definition: “An urban area in which it is difficult to buy affordable or good-quality fresh food.” 
 
“Food Apartheid: The Root of the Problem with America’s Groceries”: The Guardian, May 2018  

● ...some advocates, and studies, have argued that the proximity of a well-stocked grocery store is 
not enough of a solution, given this country’s elaborate food problems. 

● (Kerry) Washington is opposed to using the expression “food desert,” which she calls “an 
outsider term” that calls desolate places, rather than places with enormous potential, to mind. 
She prefers “food apartheid”, which “brings us to the more important question: what are some 
of the social inequalities that you see, and what are you doing to erase some of the injustices? 

 
“It's Not the Food Deserts: It's the Inequality”: CityLab, January 2018  

● ...a new study by economists at New York University, Stanford University, and the University of 
Chicago adds more evidence to the argument that food deserts alone are not to blame for the 
eating habits of people in low-income neighborhoods.  

● The biggest difference in what we eat comes not from where we live per se, but from deeper, 
more fundamental differences in income and, especially, in education and nutritional 
knowledge, which shape our eating habits, and in turn, impact our health. 

● Opening new supermarkets has little impact on eating habits of people in  low-income 
neighborhoods: Even when residents do buy groceries from the new supermarkets, they buy 
products of the same low nutritional value. 

● Overall, improving neighborhood access to better grocery stores is responsible for just 5 
percent of the difference in the nutritional choices of both high- and low-income people. 
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Some more information about Food Asset Mapping: 
Toronto Food Policy Council (TFPC) 
 
In March of 2016, The TFPC launched the first version of Food by Ward as a set of static PDF 
documents detailing food assets and opportunities, ward by ward, across the City of Toronto. The 
resource also points to the unequal distribution of food assets across the city and addresses the 
barriers communities face when trying to find or start food programs. It tells the story of the incredible 
grassroots organizing around food that is happening across the city and makes the case that food 
should be considered as important as other urban infrastructure. 

The Toronto Food Policy Council has now updated the PDFs and transferred all of the data to an online 
Carto Map that can be updated daily, if needed. Speaking of which, if you notice an error in the map, 
an update that is needed, or an asset or opportunity in your ward that should be added, please 
complete the Google Form on the website. Once the corrections are verified the map will be updated 
within 24 hours. 

Across Toronto, communities are building food assets to solve city problems like poor access to 
healthy food, social isolation, and economic development, and to address food insecurity. Toronto’s 
food policy leadership is recognized globally. Vibrant markets, neighbourhoods, and restaurants attract 
millions of tourists. The food sector accounts for one out of 10 jobs in the city. A vibrant food movement 
has developed a mosaic of gardens, farms, kitchens, and community spaces centred on good food. Yet 
12% of Torontonians are food insecure and over 896,900 people visited food banks in Toronto last 
year. 
 

How can Food Asset Mapping be Useful in the Classroom Setting? 
● Helps foster connections within the community 

 
● Shows distribution of food assets in your community (& opportunities for varied choices) 

 
● Addresses the barriers your community may face when trying to access food assets 

 
● Highlights local, organizations addressing the key indicators for health and food security 

 
● Helps prioritize food assets as important elements of your community 
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Food Asset Mapping Lesson Extension Ideas: 
 

Geography & Math - Ask students to use google maps and community walks to create their own 
version of a food asset map, either of your school’s community, or their own community where they 
live. Add elements of complexity through use of different scales (e.g. you can ask for a “zoom in” on 
certain areas of their map, for more detail). Students can come up with conclusions and 
recommendations, just like you did today. 
 

Modern History & Social Studies - Create historical food asset maps of your school’s community 
or the communities where your students live. Students can do some research to find out what other 
food assets once existed in the community, but no longer (e.g. old canning warehouses, restaurants, 
independent grocers, food processing plants etc). Students can interview elders in the community to 
find out. Talk about why these food assets may have “disappeared” over time and the effects this may 
have had on the people living in that community (socially, economically, and physically). 
 

Language & Arts - The food asset map is an art project in itself. But you could also create signage 
for the community’s food assets in real life. Choose the various languages spoken by your students 
and/or commonly found in that community (including those languages that are native to the region). Be 
sure to ask local community members to proofread the signs in unknown languages before posting 
publicly! 
 

Civics - Start a letter writing campaign to your local city councillor based on the observations and 
recommendations your students had after the Food Asset Mapping activity. For example, is there a 
need for public green space, to grow a community garden? 
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Useful, Referenced & Related Resources: 
 
● CityLab, “It's Not the Food Deserts: It's the Inequality”, January 2018 

https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/01/its-not-the-food-deserts-its-the-inequality/550793/  

● City of Toronto, Ward Profiles 2018 
https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/data-research-maps/neighbourhoods-communities/ward-pr
ofiles/ward-profiles-2018/ (ward boundaries now out of date) 

● Community Food Centres Canada, www.cfccanada.ca  

● Centre for Research on Inner-City Health, Evidence for a Healthy City, Sept 2014, 
http://stmichaelshospitalresearch.ca  

● City of Toronto, Healthy Toronto By Design 2011, 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2011/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-41333.pdf  

● Center for Health Journalism, USC, Covering Food Deserts, 
https://www.centerforhealthjournalism.org/resources/lessons/covering-food-deserts  

● FoodShare  2017 Impact Report: https://foodshare.net/annual_report/2017-impact-report/  

● FoodShare  Field to Table Schools lesson plans: https://foodshare.net/program/educator/  

● FoodShare  School Grown, “Lessons Learned”: 
https://foodshare.net/2016/03/31/lessons-learned-in-school-grown/  & Student-Generated 
Curriculum: 
https://foodshare.net/custom/uploads/2016/03/School-Grown-Curriculum-compressed.pdf  

● FoodShare  Supportive Partnership Platform, 
https://foodshare.net/program/supportive-partnerships-platform/  

● Food Insecurity in Toronto: 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/91b5-tph-Final-FoodSecurityHandout-2017.pdf, 
City of Toronto 2017 

● International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, United Nations December 1966, 
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-3&chapter=4&clang=_en  

● Making Ends Meet, Toronto’s 2015 Livable Wage (2015) www.policyalternatives.ca, Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives. 

● Nutrition Food Basket Calculator: 
https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-programs-advice/nutrition-fo
od-basket/ , City of Toronto 2017 

● National Environmental Funding Opportunites: Evergreen, 2018 
https://www.evergreen.ca/downloads/pdfs/2018/National_Environmental_Funding_Opportunities_2
018.pdf  

● Our Health Counts Toronto, 2018 
http://www.welllivinghouse.com/what-we-do/projects/our-health-counts-toronto/  
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● Randolph Haluza-Delay, “Educating for Environmental Justice” (2013) www.researchgate.net  

● Toronto Vital Signs Report 2017/18: https://torontofoundation.ca/vitalsigns/  

● TDSB’s Equity Policy 2018: 
http://www.tdsb.on.ca/About-Us/Policies-Procedures-Forms/Detail/docId/200  

● TDSB Gr 9 Cohort Study 2011 - 2016: 
http://www.tdsb.on.ca/Portals/research/docs/reports/FS2%20Grade%209%20Cohort%20Grad%20R
ate%20Patterns%202011-16%20FINAL.pdf  

● Toronto Food Policy Council - Food By Ward: http://tfpc.to/food-by-ward, interactive version 
developed July 2018. 

● The Student Commission, “Increased graduation rates of racialized youth - who are farthest away 
from opportunities ”: http://www.studentscommission.ca/city/resources/CITY_Blocks_Research.pdf, 
(2016?) 

● Toronto Poverty Reduction Strategy: 
https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/accountability-operations-customer-service/long-term-visio
n-plans-and-strategies/poverty-reduction-strategy/ & Community Conversation Guide: 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/98e5-prs_community_conversation_guide_en
.pdf , City of Toronto 2018 

● The Guardian, “Food Apartheid: The Root of the Problem with America’s Groceries”, May 2018 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/may/15/food-apartheid-food-deserts-racism-inequality-a
merica-karen-washington-interview  

● Toronto Youth Food Policy Council: https://www.facebook.com/TorontoYOUTHFoodPolicyCouncil/  

● The Economist, The Global Liveability Index 2018, https://www.eiu.com/topic/liveability  

● The Stop Community Food Centre, www.thestop.org  

● The Real Junk Food Project, https://therealjunkfoodproject.org/  

● The Coalition for Healthy School Food, / www.healthyschoolfood.ca  

● The National Bureau of Economic Research, “The Geography of Poverty and Nutrition: Food 
Deserts and Food Choices across the United States” (revised: Jan 2018) 
http://www.nber.org/papers/w24094  
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