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Abstract
Food deserts are areas where healthy foods are not readily available mainly due to issues of economics and poverty. Such areas are always characterized with lifestyle diseases such as obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular diseases. There are existing laws to deal with this issue such as the bill on Direct Payment Program, 2014 Farm bill, the SNAP project, among others. There are also local programs enacted to deal with the problem such as Virtual Supermarket Project in Baltimore and the Healthy Grocery Stores Project in Los Angeles, among others. Most of these policies have been unable to deal with food deserts thereby requiring more efforts to the initiatives. The recommended solutions include urban agriculture, providing of incentives to food stores in food deserts, and more funding of the existing programs by the government.
Introduction
The food that an individual eats and its impact the general body functioning has a significant impact to his/her health in the long run. Eating habits that are highlighted to be healthy by nutritionists and medical professionals are crucial in the prevention and control of a myriad of illnesses. This is why the public health department has always promoted awareness on nutritional checks by avoiding junks or processed foods like burgers and chips and eating more fruits and vegetables. Unfortunately, many families in the U.S. cannot afford such eating habits with 23 million people leaving in areas where food stores or supermarkets selling a variety of affordable health foods are unavailable. Such people face several lifestyle related health issues that have affected them for generations (Correll, 2019).
Problem Definition
Food deserts are a crucial impediment to society that must be identified. Without their identification, there will be less availability and understanding of healthy foods for lower income demographics, essential for growth and development. The first step at identifying food deserts is to gain a general understanding of what they are exactly. A food desert is generally in a low income area, where healthy foods are not readily available, especially at prices that would suffice for families that are struggling financially. Low income areas have less accessibility to affordable healthy foods, thus these specific areas are identified as food deserts. This occurs when there is a difficulty in finding fresh or good quality foods. 
Food deserts as an issue has developed into a large scale epidemic encompassing various parts of our nation, and other countries alike. The magnitude of this nutritional inequality has struck the attention of many researchers and advocates. As noted by Alcott et al. (2018), many public health researchers, policymakers, and advocates further argue that food deserts are an important cause of unhealthy eating. There has been an increased attention to the causes and ramifications of the issues surrounding socio economic injustice. This inequality is exemplified in many different ways within a community; a particular issue this includes is the importance of what people put in their bodies. It is imperative to pay special attention to this because as society, what we consume dictates the outcome of our daily lives. When different socio economic groups of people receive different nutritional benefits or deficits, it is noted as a massive issue. 
Food deserts are hazardous to the health of the public. Living in such areas is of crucial concern when it comes to health complications such as diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and obesity. These health problems vary across communities in the U.S. but data has clearly shown their connection to the prevalence of food deserts. Based on data from the American Department of Agriculture in 2008, people living in food deserts, had a 9 percent higher chance of developing adult obesity than people living in areas with ease of healthy food availability. Similarly, in counties where food deserts were prevalent, the adult diabetes was higher by 5 percent than in counties with low food desert prevalence (Chinni, 2011). Food deserts also contribute to obesity among preschool children in low income areas. All these indicate that the prevalence of health issues and food deserts in the same areas is not incidental but the issue has an independent on the public health of communities. 
As stated to exemplify what food deserts are, it is integral to understand why they occur. Alcott et. Al (2018) report that households in the top income quartile buy groceries that are 0.56 standard deviations more healthful than the bottom income quartile, as measured by the Healthy Eating Index, the standard measure of dietary quality. This quantitative value identifies why this is such a looming issue in our world. For health foods to be so significantly different in higher income societies versus lower income societies is baffling. It truly illuminates which group is being directly affected by this issue. As referred to numerous times throughout this piece, lower income demographics are hit the most by food deserts. Especially because the definition stems from direct reference to low income societies not having adequate options of affordable healthy foods. One of the main possibilities for the causation of food deserts is the demand for healthy foods in higher income demographics versus lower income demographics ((Alcott et al., 2018). Another issue regarding the causes of food deserts is means of transportation. Grant (2018) notes that grocery stores are more commonly found in the suburbs, so transportation is a large issue for lower income areas.  This is mainly because sometimes buses do not even reach these far stretching suburban areas. 
The economic system of the U.S. expects the consumers to bear the cost of transportation, which is not the case in most of the developed countries. The increasing cost of delivering health foods right at the consumers’ doorstep is huge, especially for the remote low income areas. This in turn discourages investors from investing in such areas and makes such goods unavailable to the locals. For those who decide to invest in such areas, the locals’ buying capability hinders them from affording this healthy food. For example, the cost of a perishable good like pineapple is $ 4.00 in a grocery store; with the same amount of money, an individual can afford to buy a satisfying meal made of junkies. Such is the math that people in the disadvantaged areas do and they find themselves eating unhealthily in their daily lives. Owing to this handicap of transport costs and locals affordability, the market tier in these areas is dominated by cheap, long-lasting, processed foods.
High crime rates in the low-income areas are also the contributing factors to food deserts. According to the 2000 and 2006 census, there were 6500 food desert areas in the U.S. (Dutko, Ver Ploeg, and Farrigan, 2012). These areas were also confirmed to have crime rates that were above the U.S. average. High crime rates discourage investors from such areas and while the few who are in such areas get bullied by the criminals, they continue to relocate in new safer areas leaving the locals with nowhere to source their healthy foods from. These factors, i.e. transportation cost, crime rates, and being unable to afford the foods are the major contributing causes to food deserts.
Existing Policies and Laws
As food deserts are becoming more popular and illuminated in societies and communities, there is becoming a larger push for governmental assistance to advance this issue. Yet, there are also already policies, laws, and programs in place which were set out to make a significant dent in food deserts, and provide healthy fresh food to low income areas. The government funding with regards to assisting food deserts already exists. For instance, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has made $31.5 million in grants available to programs nationwide in an effort to connect low-income populations with fresh food options through incentive strategies. Additionally, the department runs the Women, Infants and Children Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program that facilitates nutrition education, provide healthcare referral, and food supplements to pregnant and new mothers in low income areas (Efficient Gov Staff, 2015). The grants can be used for many different programs that would aim towards relinquishing food deserts. Efficient Gov Staff indicates that the municipalities are being pressured to use this pocket of money to create more locally sourced fresh foods.
Although the government is littered with an extensive spectrum of issues to address, sometimes food deserts peak out into the spotlight, even from presidential candidates. It was noted that President Obama listed the Healthy Food Finance Initiative (HFFI) in his 2011/2012 budget proposals. This initiative aimed to bring about more grocery stores, provide a more healthy variety of food  by connecting more healthy food retailers with neighborhoods in need (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011). This program was specifically developed to focus on the underserved urban and rural communities in the United States in order to bring them more adequate and sustainable food options. It is commendable the government is finally taking note of this epidemic and putting forth action. However, the criteria of these plans and how effective they are, are important to analyze in order to sufficiently rid food deserts. 
There have been disagreements about the appropriate funding of programs to avert food deserts. Office of Community Services has complained that funding for the Healthy Food Finance Initiative was not sufficiently included by the House and Senate Agriculture appropriators(Office of community Services, 2017). Without this funding the initiative's goal to reach rural and urban communities throughout the United States will not be achieved. This is just one example of the efforts to diminish food deserts being disregarded as unimportant. This is a major problem in today’s society of a growing obesity trend and Americans being unaware on the topic of healthy eating.
A bill passed in 1996 established a direct payment program to farmers based on yields and farm size. While members of the Congress criticized the bill as being wasteful and costly as it paid farmers when they did not need assistance, it was an initiative to encourage more people to engage in farming and as a result produce adequate healthy foods for the Americans. The bill was replaced by the 2014 farm bill in which the federal government pledged to pay two thirds of the premiums paid by the farmers for crops insurance. The crops included in the insurance cover included corn, wheat, peanuts, rice, soybeans, and other oilseeds. Only large-scale farms have benefitted from this program with most of the farmers receiving more than $100, 000 while small scale farmers receive less than $5000 annually. As a result, the most of the crops grown in large scale are the commodity crops that are covered by this program. However, the techniques used in these farms have rendered the crops unfit for consumption.  With the crops being unfit for consumption, they have been secondarily processed into substances. For example, corn is processed to high fructose syrup, ethanol, and animal feeds. While this program was meant to facilitate the production of healthy foods, it has extremely failed (Seymour, 2017). In spite of this, the bill continues to hold and farmers continue to get subsidies making the unhealthy foods derived from the processing of these commodities to be cheap and more affordable than the healthy ones.
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) established under the USDA was formed during the 1973 Farm Bill. It was meant to facilitate nutrition assistance to the poor communities by providing money to buy healthy food items. In 2014, the funding for the program was cut by over $8 billion, which reduced the beneficiaries’ amount by $90 per month (Aussenberg, 2014). In spite of the reduction, the 2014 Farm bill added some crucial provisions for the SNAP beneficiaries. For example, the USDA funded the SNAP program to increase the recipients’ ability to buy fruits and vegetables. The program also supported farmers markets. Online retailers, community-based agricultural programs, and required the member retailers to stock healthy foods in the poverty-stricken communities.
There have also been local initiatives to alleviate the food deserts. In Baltimore, the health department has administered a number of programs to improve availability of healthy foods to the locals. One such program is the Virtual Supermarket Project in Baltimore. Through the project, the locals are able to order groceries online and then pick them at a specified area such as the local library. The objective of this program was to show other grocery stores and supermarkets that they can still benefit from the business in the area while increasing the availability of healthy foods in the food deserts. By 2015, the program had served more than 530 people making $150, 000 in sales (Rawlings-Blake, 2015). In Los Angeles, there is the Healthy Grocery Stores Project that provides incentives to grocers to establish health food stores in food deserts. To receive the incentives, the grocery has to establish in food desert communities while those not in food desert areas have to pay a mandatory fee that go into incentivizing those in food desert areas. Chicago has changed its zoning codes to allow agriculture in urban areas. This has allowed for more food production among the locals. The Department of Housing and Economic Development has also made it mandatory to have green roofs for allowing housing projects funded by the state government. Such green roofs add to the production of vegetables in the community (Seymour, 2017).
While most of these programs and policies have had their level of success, most of them has failed to alleviate the problem of healthy foods affordability in the food deserts. The 1996 Bill on direct payment program has been a fail. It has facilitated the availability of fast foods, which are the main cause of public health concern. Processed food commodities such as wheat, corn, and oilseeds products have been the main contributors to issues of obesity. Despite this revelation, the program continues to subsidize large-scale farmers who are the main producers of these food products. As a result, the food products continue to be cheap and readily available for people in food deserts while healthy products such as fruits and vegetables continue to be expensive and unaffordable. While the politicians questioned the motives of the bill, it is still functional and clauses continue to be added to add more power to it. For example, the slashing of the SNAP bill to accommodate more funding to the Direct Payment Program. The SNAP program was a success but it never gave a long-term solution to the underlying issue of food affordability and availability. 
Only the local programs have demonstrated success in encouraging investors to provide goods in the food deserts. For example, the Virtual Supermarket Program that showed the local retailers that the providing healthy foods could still be profitable. The amendment by the Chicago government in its zoning codes encouraged the production of fruits and vegetables in a urban areas to cater for the insufficiencies. The barriers to the effectiveness to these policies include limited funding, infiltration by the politicians, and lack of public education regarding their objectives. Limited funding has been evident, especially in the SNAP project whose funding was reduced by eight billion dollars. Politicians failed to agree with the objectives of the 2014 Farm Bill and termed it wasteful. The public lacks adequate awareness regarding health living and the impact of the food they eat on their general wellness. These factors indicate why the programs and policies have not been effective in dealing with the food deserts. 
Alternatives & Recommendations
As addressed earlier, the Healthy Food Finance Initiative is one large scale governmental initiative set to make steps towards eliminating food deserts. Now, this is one of the many initiatives that have begun across the nation that have their sites aimed at addressing this nutritional issue. Alternative programs are popping up all throughout the United States that have the same goals as the HFFI, except they are privatized funding groups. Having funding gained from private corporations creates a larger pool or possible source of income to bring healthy food into low socioeconomic neighborhoods. Block and Subramanian (2015) talk about how privatized funding extends the playing field for gaining money for initiatives set to end food deserts. Pennsylvania, Louisiana, and New York undertook large-scale programs to bring healthy food to low-income communities, with US$30 million in public funds in Pennsylvania alone, matched by nearly US$120 million in private funds” (Block and Subramanian). This shows how substantial the privatized funds were in Pennsylvania, quintupled. 
Loans are an alternative source in establishing fresh food market places.  In California, there is a loan fund known as Fresh Works that has over $200 million at the grocers’ disposal to take loans to expand their businesses for provision of healthy foods (Ruiz et. al 2016).The epidemic of food deserts in the United States is an issue concerning everyone within the community. People in the neighborhood looking to support the health of their community could start loaning partnerships to open up more fresh markets. Another possible way the neighborhood could assist in ridding food deserts is for citizens to sell their own stocks to open a grocery store. This was done by Brahm Ahmadi when he was not able to engage the interest of private investors. Ahmadi started to sell stock to the public to gain funds for the new store. In doing this, they established a community food store, a health resource center, and a community hub to the 25,000 West Oakland residents who struggle accessing fresh produce (Ruiz et. al 2016).
Gathering the community to get involved in the issue of food deserts is crucial to the survival of a healthy neighborhood. The government and all of the citizens within a community should be working together to eliminate this problem of limited access to healthy food. It is important for government officials to emphasize the need for higher income individuals to aid the communities suffering from these difficulties. This not only helps to build a sense of community, but also connects the lower income with the higher income, an important step in tackling food deserts within a community. 
Relying partly on the citizens for assistance in this epidemic would be an effective and also quick alternative solution. When depending on the federal government to come to the communities’ aid, its assistance could be awaited for several years and then possibly never received due to inadequate funding, budget cuts, or lack of numbers in voting. However, when the assistance is awaited on by the individuals in the community and the members are witnessing the devastation and this is concerning their neighbors they are more likely to act quickly. On the other hand, when utilized, government aid will generally be a much higher budget to work with and more goals may be accomplished. 
Policy interventions will also be crucial to the alleviation of this problem, especially for low-income urban areas. There should be policies that encourage the establishment of supermarkets in food deserts. However, before enacting any policy regarding supermarket establishment, there ought to be an understanding of how the business model of supermarket chains work in the U.S. most food retailers have no information about the problems of food unavailability and urban food deserts (National Research Council, 2009). State and local government can assist supermarket retailers in establishing food stores in the urban food deserts by making real estate affordable and developing inroads reaching the supermarkets and food stores.
Another solution to the food deserts entails urban agriculture. Instead of the urban people relying on the rural land acreage to provide them with healthy foods such as fruits and vegetable, they grow what they need on rooftops or community gardens. This would provide the community with what they need to adopt good eating habits as well as bring people together as they work in community gardens. With the contemporary society deeply ingrained in technology and work matters, the idea of community has been losing its meaning and such a project will bring people together again.
Conclusion
It is evident that food deserts has is a serious issue in U.S. urban areas with low income. Such areas are characterized by presence of numerous fast foods shops while availability of whole foods, fruits, and vegetables is limited. Such areas have high prevalence rate of lifestyle diseases such as obesity and diabetes propagated by the unhealthy eating habits. Causes of the food deserts include poor transportation networks, low income, and high crime rates that discourage grocery stores to invest in such areas. Various policies and programs exist to alleviate this problem but they are yet to be successful, there still need more effort to deal with issue. More government and community initiatives is needed. Programs such as urban agriculture and elevating the living standards of the locals are some of the formidable solutions to the issue. 
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