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INTRODUCTION

Improving access to healthy food and decreasing 
access to unhealthy food are critical strategies in local 
efforts to promote healthy, equitable, and complete 
communities. In response to growing interest in the 
Portland Metro region around food access, Oregon 
Public Health Institute is publishing Improving 
Community Health Through Healthy Food Retail. We 
intend for this document to serve as a starting point 
for a community conversation on healthy food access  
and opportunities.   

Many urban areas in the country such as Detroit, Los 
Angeles, Philadelphia, and New Orleans have up to 
half a million residents in areas without grocery stores 
or smaller local markets that offer healthy foods; these 
areas are often referred to as “food deserts.” According 
to studies and maps published by the University of 
Oregon, Portland State University, City of Portland, 
and Oregon Public Health Institute, Portland is 
fortunate to not have the extensive food deserts such 
as the cities mentioned above. However, there still 
exist areas within city boundaries that do not have 
grocery stores that are accessible via transportation 
access and proximity to residential areas. 

Even in areas with grocery stores, these local studies 
and other community-based assessments reveal that 
many Portlanders are unsatisfied with existing food 
options in their neighborhood. Many surveys and 
community assessments have indicated that just 
having a store in your neighborhood does  
not ensure that healthy foods are affordable or 
culturally appropriate. All of these factors combine  
to determine residents’ true food access, and all must 
be addressed as part of comprehensive community 
food projects. 

Integrating truly accessible, affordable healthy  
food into Portland’s neighborhoods has important 

health implications for current and future 
generations. Chronic disease rates including  
obesity and diabetes have skyrocketed in the past 
two decades; much of this increase is directly 
attributable to unbalanced diets that lack healthy, 
fresh food. Healthy Food Retail (HFR) offers options 
for cities to integrate healthy food into existing 
infrastructure in hopes of offering residents more 
healthy food choices that can improve their health.

Healthy food retail can be defined in a variety of 
ways. For this paper, we are defining healthy food 
retail as stores and outlets that provide affordable, 
fresh produce and other healthy foods in a culturally 
appropriate setting, primarily grocery stores, small 
local markets, and corner stores. Healthy food 
retail initiatives can also include farmers’ markets, 
community-supported agriculture drop-off sites, 
mobile produce carts, and other less traditional 
methods of retail sale of healthy foods not discussed 
in detail in this report. Many of the local studies and 
discussion on this issue have focused exclusively 
on full service grocery stores. It is important to note 
that full service grocery stores can certainly be an 
important source of healthy food, but in many  
cases are not a viable or desirable option  
for neighborhoods. 

This report will highlight existing conditions that 
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describe current food access status in Portland 
and describe Portland policies and economic 
development tools that can help increase healthy 
food retail throughout the city. The report focuses on 
potential policy directions, economic development 
and zoning tools, and federal initiatives that may 
provide funding or best practices for local efforts. 
Specifically, the paper is organized in the following 
sections: 

•	 Local Policies in Portland, Oregon. This section 
describes current policies and efforts that intersect 
with potential healthy food retail. In particular, this 
section details the Portland Plan, Comprehensive 
Plan, and Climate Action Plan.

•	 National Policies and Models. President 
Obama’s proposed 2011 budget includes more 
than $400 million dollar to bring healthy food 
into underserved neighborhoods. This section 
describes the initiative, partners, and related 
resources. 

•	 Urban Renewal and Economic Development 
Tools. The Portland Development Commission 
plays an important role in neighborhood 
economic development, including food retail. This 
section outlines existing economic development 
tools that are being used, or potentially could be 
used, to promote healthy food retail opportunities.

•	 Zoning Impact on Healthy Food Retail. This 
section highlights how some existing zoning 
codes could impact healthy food retail.

•	 Portland’s Food Environment: Reports and 
Maps. Several studies have examined Portland’s 
food environment through GIS mapping and 
analysis. The section briefly summarizes the studies 
and conclusions.

•	 Local Case Studies (Pending). This section 

describes a variety of recent and emerging healthy 
food retail efforts in the Portland Metro area.

We intend for this report to jump start a  
conversation about what healthy food retail in 
Portland, and the role of local and national tools to 
make healthy food retail a reality. This report offers 
no recommendations on how Portland should move 
forward with healthy food retail, and instead serves 
to add to the needed discourse between community, 
public, and private partners that are committed 
to giving residents access to affordable, culturally 
acceptable, healthy food. For more information or to 
comment on this report, please contact Amy Gilroy at 
Oregon Public Health Institute at 503-227-5502, x229,  
amy@orphi.org.

 

 
Strategies and Tools to  

Attract Healthy Food Retail

•	 Getting to Grocery: Tools for Attracting Healthy 
Food Retail to Underserved Neighborhoods,	
2009,	Public	Health	Law	&	Policy,	www.
phlpnet.org/system/files/Getting_to_
Grocery_FINAL_090909.pdf

•	 Grocery Store Attraction Strategies,	2007,	
PolicyLink	and	Local	Initiatives	Support	
Coalition,	www.lisc.org/bay_area/assets/
strategies_11011.pdf

•	 Healthy Corner Stores: The State of the 
Movement,	2009,	Public	Health	Law	&	Policy,	
www.phlpnet.org/system/files/HCSReport.
pdf

•	 Healthy Food, Healthy Communities: 
Improving Access and Opportunities through 
Food Retailing,	2010,	PolicyLink,	www.
policylink.org/Research/HealthyFood.



IMPROVING COMMUNITY HEALTH THROUGH HEALTHY FOOD RETAIL4

DRAFTDRAFT

Benefits of Healthy Food Retail 

Providing convenient access to healthful, affordable food options creates real options in 

neighborhoods with limited food resources. 

	 There	are	many	food	retail	models	that	offer	a	variety	of	healthful	food	items	in	neighborhoods	that	
may	lack	the	economic	stability	to	attract	large-scale	grocery	retail	developers.	

Improving healthy options in neighborhood retail settings is linked to increased 

consumption of fruits and vegetables.	

	 A	survey	of	produce	available	in	New	Orleans’	small	neighborhood	stores	found	that	for	each	
additional	meter	of	shelf	space	devoted	to	fresh	vegetables,	residents	ate	an	additional	0.35	servings	
per	day	(CITATION).

Healthy food retail in low-income neighborhoods is associated with weight loss and lower 

rates of obesity. 

	 Studies	reveal	that	proximity	to	healthy	food	outlets	is	associated	with	a	lower	body	mass	index.	
Using	statistical	modeling	techniques,	researchers	estimate	adding	a	new	grocery	store	to	a	high	
poverty	neighborhood	in	Indianapolis	would	lead	to	a	three	pound	weight	decrease	among	residents	
(CITATION).

Healthy food retail increases real estate values and strengthens commercial real estate 

markets.

	 A	study	on	new	food	retail	in	Philadelphia	found	that	the	values	of	homes	within	¼	to	½	mile	of	the	
store	increased	by	four	to	seven	percent	after	the	stores	opened	(CITATION).

Healthy food retail is part of successful 20-minute community planning efforts	

	 Taking	a	creative	approach	to	healthy	food	retail	is	responsive	to	community	needs	and	goals.	
Multiple	Portland-area	surveys,	community	assessments,	and	conversations	illustrate	that	residents	
care	about	improving	healthy	food	options	in	their	neighborhoods	(CITATION).

Health and Equity Impacts of Healthy Food Retail

The Grocery Gap: Who Has Access to Healthy Food and Why it Matters,	2010,	PolicyLink,	www.policylink.org	

(Publications	tab)

Designed for Disease: The Link Between Local Food Environments and Obesity and Diabetes,	2008,	PolicyLink,	

www.policylink.org	(Publications	tab)
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LOCAL POLICIES IN  
PORTLAND, OREGON

To be successful, healthy food retail efforts need 
public, private, and community-based partnerships. 
This report focuses primarily on the role of Portland’s 
policy, planning, and economic redevelopment tools 
in achieving healthy food retail goals. 

Historically Portland’s policy and planning framework 
have addressed issues of healthy food retail, local 
access to healthy food, or the local food economy 
in limited ways. However, as awareness increases 
about the importance of healthy food access and 
strong local food systems, local plans and policies are 
beginning to address the issue. 

Portland Plan and Portland 
Comprehensive Plan

The Portland Plan and Portland Comprehensive 
Plan are interrelated efforts to develop a strategic 
planning framework through 2035 and update 
the city’s comprehensive plan. The Portland Plan 
is set to be completed in early 2011; the Portland 
Comprehensive Plan is set to be adopted by 2013. 
Many Action Areas in the Portland Plan have direct 
influence on the success of healthy food retail efforts 
in Portland neighborhoods. Policy support, planning 
objectives, and implementing actions to improve 
healthy food retail access currently appear in three 
different sections of the draft Portland Plan and 
Portland Comprehensive Plan, most significantly in 
Human Health, Food & Public Safety. 

Human Health, Food & Public Safety Action Area 
(draft language as of Sept 2010)  
Direction: Make Healthy Food the Easy Choice
Objective: Improve access to affordable, healthful 
food in multiple settings. 
Target: By 2035 90% of Portlanders will live within a 
1⁄2 mile walking distance of a grocery or market that 
sells affordable and healthy food.

Short- and long-term  
implementation strategies:

•	 Utilize	new	and	existing	economic	development	
tools and incentives to encourage food retailers 
to sell healthy foods (eg: tax breaks, grants and 
loans, fast-track permitting, conditional use zoning, 
dedicated assistance funds for infrastructure 
improvement, etc)

•	 Work	with	local	transit	agencies	to	ensure	that	
transit routes provide service from underserved 
neighborhoods to healthy, affordable food retail 
outlets. 

•	 Work	with	neighborhoods	to	conduct	local	
community food assessments and market 
basket surveys as part of ongoing assessment 
and monitoring of food access issues. Integrate 
results and recommendations of community food 
assessments into neighborhood planning and 
redevelopment projects.

•	 Institute	zoning	restrictions	to	limit	the	number	
or concentration of fast food restaurants and 
convenience stores in  
certain areas.

Related draft objectives in the Human Health, Food, 
and Public Safety area include:

•	 Increase	home-grown	and	locally-grown	food.

•	 Expand	access	to	food	education.

•	 Decrease	the	number	of	Portlanders	who	rely	on	
food assistance to meet their nutritional needs. 

•	 Foster	and	support	the	local	food	economy.

Grocery stores or healthy food retail are also 
addressed in two other Action Areas. 
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Planning, Design, and Public Spaces. Access 
to food and grocery stores are considered integral 
components of a vibrant neighborhood business 
district. Grocery stores are currently included as one 
of multiple factors measured in the analysis and 
development of Portland’s 20-minute community 
concept. 

Prosperity and Business Success. In a set of 
proposed long-term implementation actions, 
neighborhood commercial revitalization programs 
could address community-based visions including 
affordable grocery stores. 

Many local partners are working to ensure that 
healthy food retail, food access, food security, and 
a strong local food system are part of the Portland 
Plan and Portland Comprehensive Plan, including 
the Healthy Portland Plan Workgroup and Portland/
Multnomah Food Policy Council .

Climate Action Plan: City of Portland and 
Multnomah County October, adopted 2009 

The Climate Action Plan is intended to guide 
future efforts by the City and County to meet the 
challenges of climate change and transition to a 
more sustainable and resilient future. The plan will 
serve as a framework for developing future policies 
and programs to meet these goals and objectives. 
The plan includes two objectives related to food and 
agriculture that may play a role in local healthy food 
retail efforts, including: reducing the consumption of 
carbon-intensive foods, and significantly increasing 
the consumption of local food. In order to meet 
these objectives, the Climate Action Plan details the 
following 2009-2012 implementation actions.

•	 Identify	and	implement	City	and	County	
strategies to encourage local food production and 
distribution, including providing incentives and 
removing regulatory obstacles.

•	 Develop	policy	and	provide	programmatic	
resources to significantly increase the percentage 
of home-grown and locally sourced food, 
including the support of farmers markets and 
community supported agriculture.

•	 Provide	educational	opportunities	for	residents	to	
gain skills in organic gardening, fruit production, 
animal husbandry, food preservation and cooking, 
and affordable, healthy eating.

•	 Reestablish	funding	to	the	Oregon	State	University	
Extension Service.

•	 Establish	quantitative	metrics	for	consumption	of	
regionally sourced food.

•	 Create	City	and	County	partnerships	with	health	
care, schools and other organizations to promote 
healthy, low-carbon diets.
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NATIONAL POLICIES  
AND MODELS

Healthy Food Financing Initiative 
(Proposed)

In President Obama’s proposed 2011 budget provides 
more than $400 million to bring grocery stores and 
other healthy food retailers to underserved urban 
and rural communities throughout the country. This 
Healthy Food Financing Initiative is a partnership 
between the Department of Treasury, the US 
Department of Agriculture, and the Department of 
Health and Human Services.

The Healthy Food Financing Initiative would promote 
a range of interventions that expand access to 
nutritious food, such as developing and equipping 
grocery stores, farmers markets and other small 
businesses and retailers selling healthy food in 
communities that lack these options. With the first 
year of funding, the initiative hopes to leverage 
enough investments to expand healthy foods options 
into as many as one-fifth of the nation’s areas with the 
poorest food access and create thousands of jobs in 
urban and rural communities. 

Proposed funding would be directed through the 
Department of Treasury, the US Department of 
Agriculture, and the Department of Health and 
Human Services. As of July 29, 2010, all relevant 
appropriation subcommittees in the House and 
Senate have allocated funds to Healthy Food 
Financing Initiative. 

•	 The	Treasury	Department	would	support	private	
sector financing of healthy foods options with 
$250 million in New Markets Tax Credit and $25 
million for financial assistance to Community 
Development Financial Institutions.

•	 The	US	Department	of	Agriculture	would	support	
the initiative through nutrition assistance 
programs, creating business opportunities for 
America’s farmers, and promoting economic 
development in rural areas. USDA’s proposed 
funding level of $50 million for loans, grants, 
promotion, and other programs will provide 
financial and technical assistance to enhance 
access to healthy foods in under-served 
communities, expand demand and retail outlets 
for farm products, and increase the availability of 
locally and regionally produced foods. 

•	 The	Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services	
would dedicate up to $20 million in Community 
Economic Development program funds to the 
Healthy Food Financing Initiative via competitive 
grants to Community Development Corporations 
to support projects that finance grocery stores, 
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farmers markets, and other sources of fresh 
nutritious food. These projects would facilitate 
access to healthy food options while creating 
job and business development opportunities 
in low-income communities, particularly since 
grocery stores often serve as anchor institutions in 
commercial centers. 

As currently defined, much of the federal funding for 
Healthy Food Financing would be directed through 
Community Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFI). CDFIs provide credit and financial services 
to underserved markets as part of their mission 
to promote community development. These 
institutions, which may include banks, credit unions, 
loan funds, and community development venture 
capital funds, can apply to the CDFI Fund at the 
Treasury Department for formal certification. Portland 
CDFI’s include Shorebank Pacific, Albina Community 
Bank and Hacienda Community Credit Union. 

A portion of funds from the proposed initiative 
would also direct Department of Health and Human 
Services resources through Community Development 
Corporations to support projects that finance grocery 
stores, farmers markets, and other sources of fresh, 
nutritious food. Those municipalities with CDCs and 
CDFIs already engaged in supporting retail food 
access and community food projects will be well 
positioned for this proposed federal funding.

For current information on the Healthy Food 
Financing Initiative, go to www.policylink.org/site/c.
lkIXLbMNJrE/b.5136687/k.61DA/Healthy_Food_
Retailing.htm. Other jurisdictions are currently 
implementing similar fresh food financing initiatives 
that will serve as models for the federal initiative, 
including Philadelphia, Illinois, New York City, New 

Orleans, and California.

URBAN RENEWAL AND 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
TOOLS 

The Portland Development Commission plays a key 
role in neighborhood redevelopment and has a 
number of economic development plans and tools 
that may be suitable for healthy food retail efforts.

Community Economic Development Roadmap 
(Prospective). As PDC reexamines how it delivers 
economic development services, the agency will 
place a greater emphasis on a neighborhood-based 
approach to redevelopment. PDC and partners will 
review existing community economic development 
tools and examine how PDC can help expand 
local economic opportunities, create local wealth, 
assist small businesses, facilitate community-
desired improvements, and promote 20-minute 
neighborhoods. The Roadmap will focus primarily 
on urban renewal areas but also establish strategies 
city-wide. 

Through this approach, PDC plans to work more 
closely with residents and other city agencies to 
assist in defining local problems and issues, analyzing 
root causes, discussing alternative strategies, and 
providing resource information. This may include new 
partnerships with community-based organizations, 
local businesses, and residents to implement 
community improvement plans, and helping identify 
funding opportunities for community economic 
development needs that cannot be funded with 
tax increment financing. The revised community 
economic development plan will be implemented 
in fall 2011 and holds great potential for bringing 
an array of resources into a community that has 
identified a healthy food retail outlet as a priority.
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Business improvement loans. These loans are 
available mostly in urban renewal areas, though 
a small amount of competitive loans are available 
elsewhere. They finance tenant improvements to 
make the building more attractive, and to install 
permanent equipment. For example, built-in freezers 
would be fundable, but the program would not fund 
portable units.

Economic Opportunity Initiative- Micro-
enterprise support. This program is funded by 
Community Development Block Grants and serves 
participants with restricted incomes. It is currently 
limited to potential entrepreneurs with incomes at 
or below 50% of median family income ($35,000 for 
a household of four; $24,500 for a single person). 
PDC is considering changing the guidelines to 
include individuals with incomes no greater than 
80% MFI ($56K for a household of four; $39,200 for a 
single person household). PDC contracts with seven 
providers to support potential entrepreneurs in a 
variety of ways. One provider, MercyCorp offers a 
variety of business assistance, training, and access to 
capital, making it a good fit for potential food retail 
businesses.

The Storefront Improvement Program. This 
program provides grants and technical assistance 
to business and property owners in eligible 
neighborhoods that recipients can use for a variety 
of exterior renovations. These include the purchase 
of new windows and awnings, signs and graphics, 
exterior lighting, masonry cleaning, and security and 
accessibility improvements. Permit and design review 
fees can be reimbursed through the program. The 
Storefront Improvement Program is supported by a 
variety of public funding sources in addition to PDC. 
Lily Market in the Gateway District used Storefront 
Improvement funds to expand their grocery business 
and create storefront improvements.

Development Assistance. PDC assists companies 
with navigating regulations and permit requirements 
and coordinating meetings with state and 
local agencies to ensure a smooth and timely 
development process. The agency also provides 
introductions and solves problems with other 
government agencies and bureaus.

Community Livability Grants. PDC provides grants 
for capital improvement projects that implement 
community livability goals in urban renewal areas 
(URAs). Community livability projects will vary from 
URA to URA, but generally may include parks and 
open space, traffic calming, community facilities, 
and historic preservation and urban design projects. 
Funding for this program is only for infrastructure 
and physical improvements (including tenant 
improvements) to property within URAs. Funds 
cannot be used for ongoing administration, 
maintenance costs, or working capital.
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Green Features Grants. The Green Features 
Grant Program is intended to generate interest 
in sustainable design and practice in Portland’s 
neighborhoods. The grant is being targeted to 
small, emerging businesses that typically may not 
think about sustainable options or have the ability 
to cover the incremental costs associated with 
emerging technologies. The grant seeks both need 
based applicants looking to cover the incremental 
costs associated with sustainable building and those 
desiring to adopt more sustainable practices. Cherry 
Sprout Product in the Mississippi District used Green 
Features funds to create more efficient refrigeration  
for the store’s fresh produce.

Development Opportunity Services. This 
matching grant program that supplies seed money 
for technical and financial assistance to property 
owners within specific urban renewal areas. 
Grants pay for professional services and technical 
assistance for predevelopment activities prior to the 
construction stage of a project, including professional 
consultants to help determine project feasibility and 
planning. 

Under this program, PDC reimburses up to 80 
percent of the costs of professional services related 
to planning for development, up to a maximum 
of $12,000. Development projects may include 
rehabilitation or redevelopment of existing structures 
or new development on vacant land. Participating 
property owners are required to consider community 
strategies and visions in their development plans.

Policy and Planning Tools to 
Support Healthy Food Retail

Excerpt from Healthy Corner Stores:  
The State of the Movement, 2009, Public 
Health Law & Policy, www.phlpnet.org/
system/files/HCSReport.pdf

1.	 Require	developers	to	assess	food	retail	
levels	in	neighborhood	as	part	of	approval	
process;	if	food	retail	index	is	lower	than	X,	
developer	must	build	food	retail	or	pay	into	
food	retail	development	fund

2.	 Require	X%	of	total	square	feet	to	be	fruits	
and	vegetables	if	selling	tobacco	or	liquor

3.	 Link	low-income	housing	development	
subsidies	to	the	attraction/development	of	
healthy	food	retail	options

4.	 Require	fresh	produce	in	stores	as	a	
condition	of	operating	a	store	in	an	
underserved	community	(a	type	of	policy	
known	as	“deemed	approved”)

5.	 Require	a	minimum	stocking	level	of	
healthy	foods	as	a	condition	of	operating	a	
grocery	store

6.	 Create	a	“healthy	food	rating”	program:	
add	nutrition	to	criteria	used	by	health	
inspectors;	assign	grade/score	to	stores	that	
must	be	prominently	displayed

Some of the policies outlined above place restrictions 

on how private businesses operate. To maximize 

compliance and effectiveness, these restrictive policies 

should be linked to voluntary incentives: for example, a 

requirement to dedicate X% of total square footage to 

fruits and vegetables could be coupled with technical 

assistance on sourcing and display and/or grants or 

loans for store improvements. Any restrictive policy 

should be implemented after carefully considering 

and exhausting incentive-based programs. Where 

communities do opt for a restrictive policy, advocates 

may wish to first pilot a voluntary program to justify 

subsequent restrictions. 
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ZONING IMPACT ON  
HEALTHY FOOD RETAIL

Retail zoning codes implement the City’s 
Comprehensive Plan and may help and/or hinder 
the siting and operation of small food retail. The list 
below describes examples of how current Portland 
zoning code could impact healthy food retail. For 
this paper, the City’s zoning codes have not been 
exhaustively reviewed; therefore, there are other code 
sections that may affect healthy food retail that are 
not captured here.

•	 Section 33.130.245 Exterior Display, Storage, 
and Work Activities. This section prohibits the 
exterior display of goods in most commercial 
zones, but exempts the display of plants and 
produce from this restriction. Displaying produce 
outside and in front of a store is an important 
opportunity for marketing healthy food in 
neighborhoods

•	 Chapter 33:258 Nonconforming Situations. 
This chapter of the Portland zoning code governs 
nonconforming uses. A nonconforming use 
is either a use that no longer meets current 
zoning use or development standards (e.g., 
setbacks, building height, etc.) because of a 
change in the zone designation or its application. 
Nonconforming uses are allowed to continue 
to exist as long as they were conforming when 
they were originally established (‘grandfathered 
in’) and as long as they are properly maintained 
and operated. If a nonconforming use is not 
maintained for more than three years, it may lose 
its legal nonconforming status. 

 This latter condition could present a barrier to 
business alliances or community organizations 
that want to revive a vacant corner store on a site 
that has been re-zoned and has not been used 
for three years. To re-establish this use, the owners 
would have to apply for a zoning adjustment 
or conditional use, depending on the situation. 

These processes may be expensive and prohibitive 
for small business owners. Similarly complex 
land use reviews may also be required if a store 
owner wants to physically improve a maintained 
nonconforming store to accommodate new 
retail space for healthy food or equipment for 
refrigeration or storage.

•	 Title 33, Chapter 33.219 Convenience 
Store Additional Use and Development 
Regulations. This section defines convenience 
stores as retail grocery stores that have less 
than 4,000 square feet of floor area, requires a 
package store liquor license, and is open more 
than 15 hours per day. The convenience store 
regulations require outreach to the neighborhood 
association and the development of a Good 
Neighbor Plan, which addresses crime prevention, 
alcohol awareness, litter control, loitering 
control, landscaping maintenance, and a formal 
communication strategy with neighbors. Good 
Neighbor Plans do not currently address the sale of 
healthy or unhealthy food.



IMPROVING COMMUNITY HEALTH THROUGH HEALTHY FOOD RETAIL12

DRAFT

PORTLAND’S FOOD 
ENVIRONMENT:  
REPORTS AND MAPS

Several recent studies have examined the food retail 
environment in Portland by mapping food retail 
outlet locations and other food points; and analyzing 
their relationship to residential areas and resident 
demographic characteristics such as income. In 2010 
Community Health Partnership: Oregon’s Public 
Health Institute published maps that combine seven 
different food retail and food access locations on  
one map: grocery stores, farmers markets, 
convenience stores, fast food outlets, community 
gardens, and emergency food pickup sites and 
specialty/ethnic stores. These maps also combined 

these factors with maps of resident income to 
determine if there are differences in food access in 
lower income neighborhoods compared to higher 
income neighborhoods (Map 1.).

In 2009, the City of Portland’s Bureau of Planning and 
Sustainability (BPS) prepared the Portland Plan Food 
Systems Background Report to provide information 
for the Portland Plan. This report found that, based 
on a one-mile standard for grocery store and food 
retail access, there are some parts of Portland that 
are not well served by grocery stores. Some of these 
areas, like the southeast corner of the city, are sparsely 
populated and may not be able to support a large, 
full-service store and may required less traditional 
types of food retail.
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To support their Food Systems report, BPS produced 
a number of maps displaying various features of the 
city’s food environment, including: 

•	 Full-service	grocery	store	coverage,	combined	with	
census tract population density 

•	 Full-service	grocery	store	coverage,	combined	with	
census tract poverty levels

•	 Direct	Market	Farms	in	Portland,	2008

•	 Oregon	Food	Bank-affiliated	Food	Assistance	
Locations

•	 Fast	Food	and	Chain	Restaurants

•	 Changes	in	Food	Stamp	Usage,	Multnomah	
County, 2007 to 2009

•	 Percent	Change	in	Food	Stamp	Usage,	Multnomah	
County, 2007 to 2009

These and other maps related to local food access 
can be found on-line at: www.portlandonline.com/
portlandplan/index.cfm?c=51427&a=273965

The Portland Plan Food System Report also calculated 
a Retail Food Environment Index (RFEI) for the 
city and each of its quadrants. RFEI is a ratio of the 
number of generally unhealthy food sources (fast 
food restaurants and convenience stores) to healthier 
sources (supermarkets, produce stores, and farmers’ 
markets). While there are limitations to the RFEI (it 
does not account for sit-down restaurants, ethnic 
food stores, CSA drop-off sites, or food carts, among 
others), it does offer a generalized snapshot of the 
food environment in Portland.

Quadrant RFEI
North	Portland 5.45

Northeast 5.50

Southeast 4.68

Southwest 7

Northwest 4.22

A lower RFEI score indicates better food access than a 
high RFEI score. The RFEI for Portland was calculated 
at 5.31. For comparison with California cities that 
conducted RFEIs, Portland is slightly better off than 
Fresno (6.23) but worse than San Diego (4.58) in 
terms of finding healthy food. Yet, it should be noted 
that there is a wide range of RFEI scores even within 
city boundaries. The Table above shows the factors 
and the resulting RFEIs for Portland’s quadrants; 
Northwest received the most favorable RFEI at 4.22 
and Southwest scored the poorest at 7. These results 
support the findings of other mapping effort detailed 
in this section

In 2009, Master’s students in Portland State 
University’s Urban and Regional Planning program 
partnered with the City of Portland’s Bureau of 
Planning and Sustainability to publish Foodability: 
VIsioning for Healthful Food Access in Portland. The 
study developed refined measures of the affordability, 
availability, and accessibility of all non-restaurant 
food points (farmers markets, convenience and small 
grocery stores, ethnic and specialty food stores, and 
food pantries) based on market basket surveys and 
a variety of urban form variables. These measures 
were then combined to produce a composite 
healthful food access, or “foodability”, score for each 
of Portland’s block groups. The study also included 
interviews and stakeholder workshops to identify 
food access issues in specific communities and 
determine priorities for improving healthful food 
access in Portland. 

RFEI=

(#	fast	food	restaurants	+		
#	convenience	stores)

(#supermarkets+	#	produce	stores	+		
#	farmers	markets)
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a farmers market, some small-scale ethnic stores, 
community garden plots, or agricultural production 
on private lots would offer better ways to improve 
food access in the area. Food retail recommendations 
in the study include exploring opportunities to 
attract and locate a grocery stores in the south end 
of the study area (consider SE Foster at SE 122nd Ave 
location), and exploring opportunities to attract and 
support small scale and/or culturally appropriate 
healthy food retailers. 

In 2008, Andrea Sparks at the University of Oregon 
published Finding Food Deserts: Methodology and 
Measurement of Food Access in Portland, Oregon that 
assessed the nature of low-income individuals’ access 
to supermarkets in the Portland, Oregon metropolitan 
area. This study measured food access for all the 
census block groups in the Portland metropolitan 
region by looking at the number and variety of full-
service chain grocery stores within walking distance 
of the block group center points. After comparing 
the block groups’ food access measures with income 
levels, the study found that there was actually a 
slightly negative relationship between income and 
food access: the poorest block groups actually had 
slightly better accessibility than the wealthiest block 
groups. However, as the study pointed out, there still 
remained some low-income block groups in north, 
northeast, and east Portland that lacked grocery 
stores within walking distance, and could thus be 
considered to be food deserts. 

•	 Overall,	Portland	is	well	served	by	the	private	
market and does not suffer the sorts of food 
deserts experienced in other parts of the country. 
However, some lower-income neighborhoods in 
north, northeast, and east Portland have poor food 
access. 

•	 Areas	with	poor	and	very	poor	food	access	
are largely in neighborhoods with high 
median household income. Residents in these 
neighborhoods are unlikely to perceive their food 
access as poor since they rely on auto travel to do 
their food shopping.

•	 Most	residents	live	in	areas	in	which	the	available	
food is accessible and affordable, though some 
communities may still desire improvements 
in their neighborhoods, particularly to meet 
personal preferences for local, organic, or culturally 
appropriate foods

•	 Vulnerable	populations	may	struggle	to	
access food, even in well-served communities, 
because nearby food stores are perceived as too 
expensive or culturally inappropriate. They may 
be challenged to get to more distant stores with 
discount prices.

For the full Foodability report with maps, go to www.
pdx.edu/sites/www.pdx.edu.usp/files/media_assets/
Foodability_Final_PDF.pdf

In 2010, the SE 122nd Avenue Pilot Study conducted 
by the Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability 
also addressed healthy food retail. While the study 
area included two full-service grocery stores, the 
less dense southern portion of the area is more than 
one mile away from the nearest stores. When asked 
about food access issues in the area, community 
members noted that they often did not shop at 
the area grocery stores because they were too 
expensive, or because their selections didn’t meet 
their preferences. While some community members 
suggested that the southern area would benefit from 
a full-service grocery store, others suggested that 
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