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Sustainable Urban Food Systems Toward a More Desirable Quality of Life 
Over 20 years of research has shown that access to affordable, healthy food is a significant challenge among 
low-income communities and that this lack of access is directly associated with increased rates of obesity and 
other diet-related diseases . In fact, 80% of the factors that negatively influence a person’s health are due to 1

socioeconomic, environmental, or behavioral factors such as poor nutrition . For this reason the existence of 2

more equitable models of healthy food providers and discovering a path toward a more local urban food 
infrastructure are of critical importance in order to stimulate sustainability, promote the health of residents and 
the environment, and to make communities of focus a more desirable place to live, work, and play for current 
and future residents. Current industrial food systems in the United States produce incredible volumes of food 
shipped all over the country while paying little mind to the negative impacts this production and distribution has 
on our environment or people; depleting natural resources, contaminating waterways, contributing greatly to 
climate change, supporting unfair labor practices, the degradation of food’s nutritional value in transportation, 
etc. Over the last 50 years, this output has increased substantially, and with that these undesirable effects 
continue to expand. As populations continue to migrate to urban areas, their connection to food and awareness 
of the practices involved in its production has decreased. If populations continue to evolve in this way the 
ability to make healthier choices or to grow your own food will further decline, thereby making the need for 
more sustainable alternatives even more important for both people and the environment .  3

 
Benefits of Urban Sustainable Food Systems ; 4

● Ensures all residents have access to healthy, affordable food  
● Lowers the instance of food insecurity 
● Decreased the environmental impact of food production and transport 
● Facilitates and encourages local food production and processing 
● Creates local jobs that provide fair working conditions and a living wage 
● Stimulates local economies by supporting local food producers, retailers and businesses 
● Diverts waste through collection and reuse of organics (compost) and other food related byproducts 

(i.e. fats, oils, grease) 
● Adaptive reuse of unattractive lots left vacant  
● Creates more vibrant greenspace  

 
Potential Obstacles;  

● Lack of education and tools  
● Viable land for farming 
● Committed individuals to farm, maintain, and engage others 
● Institutional silos amongst community organizations/businesses 
● Local laws 
● Limited funding to change current infrastructure  
● Lack of municipal support  

 

1 http://thefoodtrust.org/uploads/media_items/grocerygap.original.pdf 
2 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3863696/ 
3 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK305182/ 
4 fhttp://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/9/4/490 



Urban Action Agenda Community of Focus; Poughkeepsie, NY 
Informed by Community Voices  
In order to create a lasting systemic change, there is a greater need for a collaborative network that helps to 
inform processes such as engagement, growing, processing, storage, distribution, consumption, and waste. 
That network must exist and be coordinated by organizations and residents within the community of focus in 
order to successfully enhance the social, environmental, and economic health in a sustainable way.  
The City of Poughkeepsie is the community we chose to focus our efforts and administer a community needs 
assessment in order to deliver a tailored solution.  

 
Why the City of Poughkeepsie?  
The most recent data from the USDA’s Food Atlas showed that within every single City of Poughkeepsie ward, at                   
least 500 people, or 33% of the population, lived more than 1 mile from a supermarket or fresh food provider,                    
rendering 26.8% of the population food insecure . According to data from the 2000-2010 Center for Disease                5

Control Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System Survey, the prevalence of obesity among City of              
Poughkeepsie residents has shown a steady increase over the last 10 years, with an average of 32% of residents                   
considered obese .  6

 
To do this we organized a transdisciplinary roundtable with various stakeholders who live or work in the City of 
Poughkeepsie and the surrounding region in order to have thoughtful engagement regarding the current gaps 
in the food system. The profession/expertise of those who attended was diverse and included a Professor of 
Biology, an Urban Designer, an Elementary Nutrition Advocate and Educator, an Urban Farmer, a Regional 
Resource Analyst, a Food Recovery Specialist, a Community Organizer Advocate, a Community Developer, an 
Environmental Advocate, and more. We sought out this distinct group of individuals with the hope of widening 
our lens and strengthening our perspective.  
 
During the roundtable, we posed three questions; 

● What are you/your organization doing already with regards to sustainable food systems? 
● What do you/your organization want to see accomplished with regards to sustainable food systems? 
● How do you see yourself/your organization being involved going forward with regards to sustainable 

food systems? 
 
From this dialogue, we learned what the individuals at the roundtable were working on relating to food systems 
as well as the current barriers they faced which helped to strengthen our research and inform our direction.  
Organizations in the community, as well as the City of Poughkeepsie Administration, have expressed a desire 
to revive local infrastructure along the Fallkill Creek, and have proposed this initiative as a future area of focus 
for revitalization and development, part of which might include elements of an urban food oasis, or community 
gardens. From this discovery, our team decided it would be best suited to assist in moving this current project 
along in collaboration with the organizations involved and the municipal representatives on our path toward an 
urban sustainable food system. 
 
A Project in Need of a Push; The Fallkill Creek Plan 
The Fallkill Creek Plan was initially developed by Hudson River Sloop Clearwater in 2010 to bring “together 
Poughkeepsie advocates and residents, designers and engineers to transform the creek into a vibrant 
community resource.”  The plan called for walkable green corridors and attractive designs for pilot sites 7

selected along urban stretches of the waterway in the City of Poughkeepsie. The proposed purpose of the 

5 https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-environment-atlas/ 
6 https://www.cdc.gov/brfss/index.html 
7 http://www.clearwater.org/green-cities/watershed-management/fallkill/ 



project was to learn how the creek could support social and economic interests of the city’s residents while also 
providing needed public spaces.  
Although elements of the plan were seen through, the expressed purpose and goal was never met for one 
reason or another and is now being revisited by unique organizations and individuals and updated for the year 
2017 spearheaded by local environmental agency, Scenic Hudson, whose focus is on a more community 
engaged process, and inspired by the late Fallkill Creek Plan.  
 
The Fallkill Revisited; Incorporating Elements of Sustainable Urban Food Systems 
 
NEXT STEPS; 
 

● Use current natural infrastructure of the Fallkill Creek both as resource (energy) and to inform locations 
for community plots/new food system infrastructure  

● Identify vacant land/properties along the Fallkill Creek/determine who owns the land/properties 
● Identify neighboring community organizations that are close to parcels of land 
● Contact landowners and community organizations to gain more information/determine availability and 

willingness to participate 
● Review local codes to ensure that zoning does not inadvertently present barriers to keeping food local 

or in developing plots 
● Encourage the development of storage/processing/distribution hub on appropriate parcel/property 

centrally located within city 
● Encourage the development of raised-bed gardens on identified land in the development of network of 

community gardens 
● Organize community forums to better inform project and begin engagement in order to identify 

community gardening champions 
● Finalize results and detail in a cohesive Economic, Social, and Environmental analysis to present to 

larger community stakeholders, anchors, foundations, and the City to gain support in order to move 
forward.  

 
 
We believe with this approach and the support of key members of the City of Poughkeepsie community, a 
sustainable urban food system within the City of Poughkeepsie can be won and that this model, once 
successfully achieved,  can help to inform other communities within the greater Hudson Valley on their path. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Existing Resources; 
1. “Fall Kill Masterplan B”, Urban Landscape Lab 
This map, developed by the former design team of the Fallkill Creek Plan, will help us to identify and target local 
organizations along the creek.  

 8

 
2. Vacant Land Parcel Map; a natural resource inventory is currently being conducted.  
3. Directory of Local Organizations; Make consolidated list.  
4. City of Poughkeepsie Ward Map; https://cityofpoughkeepsie.com/wp-content/files/Wardmap2014_36x48.pdf 
5. Land use and zoning map; 
http://cityofpoughkeepsie.com/building/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2015/08/Land-Use-and-Zoning-Study-Map.pdf 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8 http://abstract20122013.gsapp.org/urban-landscape-lab/ 

https://cityofpoughkeepsie.com/wp-content/files/Wardmap2014_36x48.pdf

