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FOOD ACCESS & FOOD SECURITY
in the District of Columbia:

Responding to the COVID-19 
Public Health Emergency

Executive Summary



The COVID-19 public health 
emergency and its economic 
eff ects have led to increased 
food insecurity rates 

nationally and in the District of Columbia. “Food 
insecurity” is a term defi ned by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture as a lack of consistent access to 
enough food for an active, healthy life.1 

Food insecurity is a chronic condition that existed 
before the onset of the public health emergency, 
when 10.6% of District residents were food insecure. 
COVID-19 has exacerbated food insecurity in the 
District; it is projected that the District’s food 
insecurity rate in 2020 will be at least 16%, with 
even higher rates among vulnerable populations, 
including the elderly, children, undocumented 
individuals, and unhoused individuals.  

The District government, local businesses, non-
profi ts, and the philanthropic community have 
come together to develop a robust emergency food 
response to the public health emergency. The high 
demand for these programs, along with national and 
District data, demonstrate that food insecurity in 
the District has dramatically increased and will likely 
remain high for the rest of 2020.

In accordance with the Coronavirus Support 
Emergency Amendment Act of 2020, signed into 
law by Mayor Bowser on May 27, 2020, this report 
evaluates and makes recommendations to address 

food access needs during and following the public 
health emergency. 

Following Mayor Bowser’s call to seize this “once-
in-a-generation opportunity to not just reopen our 
city, but to build a more equitable DC,”2 this report 
centers equity in its analysis and recommendations, 
exploring how the District can rebuild a more 
resilient, healthy, and equitable food system.

Nationally, food insecurity 
rates have increased during 
the public health emergency. 
Approximately 21.9% of 

adults in the U.S. are food insecure, nearly double 
the pre-COVID rate of 11.1%.3, 4 Among those who 
have lost jobs, work hours, or work-related income, 
29.6% are food insecure. Feeding America, a national 
hunger-relief organization, forecasts that the annual 
2020 food insecurity rate nationally will likely be 
16.7%. 5

Food insecurity rates in the District refl ect national 
trends. Food insecurity in the District almost 
doubled between February and May 2020 from 
10.6% to 21.1%.6 The increase in food insecurity in 
the District was higher than the increase in food 
insecurity in 40 other states. Feeding America 
forecasts that the annual 2020 food insecurity rate 
in the District will be approximately 16%, or nearly 
113,000 food insecure residents.7

Source: US Department of Agriculture (2008-2018) & Feeding America (2020)
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Introduction
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Food insecurity disproportionately aff ects Black 
residents, seniors, children, and undocumented 
immigrants:

• In a late-April survey of District households, 
Black households were 13.5 times more 
likely to report that they sometimes did not 
have enough food to eat and  nearly 11 times 
more likely to report that they often did not 
have enough food to eat compared to White 
households.8 

• In 2018, the District had the highest food 
insecurity rate among seniors in the country 
(14.3%).9 

• Feeding America forecasts that the District’s 
child food insecurity rate in 2020 will be 
approximately 28.6%, or nearly 37,000 food 
insecure children, up from 19.3% in 2018.5 

• Nearly one out of every three children and 
almost one in fi ve residents in the District will 
be food insecure in 2020. 

When Mayor Bowser 
declared a public health 
emergency on March 11, 
2020, the District quickly 

adapted and expanded its congregate meal programs 
and food distribution to ensure safe access to 
nutritious food for vulnerable District residents, 
including:

•  When schools closed in March 2020, DC 
Public Schools (DCPS) adapted the school 
meal program to ensure all children could 
access free meals during distance learning. 
Since March, DCPS has provided over 
624,000 grab-and-go breakfasts and lunches 
at 29 schools across the District. 

• Since April 13, Mayor Bowser’s administration 
has distributed free groceries at school sites 
across the District. Originally at 10 schools 
and now at 13, the District has provided over 
24,645 bags of free groceries, mostly fresh 
produce, to residents in partnership with 
local non-profi ts.

• Immediately following the declaration of the 
public health emergency, the Department 
of Aging and Community Living (DACL) 
closed the congregate meals sites and shifted 
all meal operations to no-contact home 
deliveries. DACL has delivered over 451,586 
meals to 6,400 seniors.

• In addition to providing meals at homeless 
shelters and quarantine/isolation sites, the 
Department of Human Services (DHS) has 
distributed nearly 32,679 grab-and-go meals 
to unhoused individuals at distribution sites 
across the District since mid-March.

Federal Nutrition Programs
District agencies have helped more residents access 
federal nutrition programs, including:

• Pandemic EBT (P-EBT): For each school-aged 
child that qualifi es for free/reduced price 
school meals, families can receive $5.70 per 
child per school day to purchase food at 
stores that accept SNAP benefi ts. As of July 
2020, the District has distributed P-EBT to 
46,029 children in 26,742 households, or about 
67% of the children eligible for this program.

Emergency Food Distributed by the Government 
of the District of Columbia

 Grab-and-Go School Meals 
at DCPS Schools

624,000

Grocery Bags at DCPS 
Schools

24,645

DACL Senior Meals 
Delivered

451,586

DHS Meals for Unsheltered 
Individuals

32,679

Note: Data on emergency food distributed comes from 
District agencies and refl ects data captured from the March 
to early June. Sources: DCPS; DACL; EOC; DHS. June-July 
2020.
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Emergency 

Response

The data in this report was collected in June 
and July of 2020 and therefore may diff er 

from current data as of publication. 



• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP): Low-income residents are eligible 
for SNAP benefi ts to purchase food at 
authorized retailers. The District successfully 
sought waivers from the federal government 
to relax SNAP enrollment and recertifi cation 
requirements through August 2020. Due to 
these eff orts and increased demand for the 
program, 72,334 residents were enrolled in 
SNAP as of June 2020, up from 64,966 before 
the public health emergency. 

• Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC): Low-
income pregnant women and children ages 
0-5 are eligible for these benefi ts to spend 
on healthy foods at authorized retailers. 
The District successfully sought waivers 
from the federal government to relax WIC 
enrollment requirements through August 
2020. Enrollment in WIC increased to 15,160 
participants in June 2020, up from 14,898 
before the public health emergency.

Farmers Markets 
Farmers markets have played an important role in 
food access for District residents during the public 
health emergency. To ensure the continued safe 

operation of farmers markets, Mayor Bowser issued 
Mayor’s Order 2020-058 in April which established 
a waiver process for farmers markets to operate. 
The District worked closely with markets and has 
certifi ed 32 markets across the District (as of June 
2020) to open on time. Many of these markets 
accept federal WIC and Senior Farmers Market 
Nutrition Program benefi ts. Additionally, the DC 
Health-funded Produce Plus Program, administered 
by local non-profi t DC Greens, provides 4,000 
low-income residents with weekly boxes of farmers 
market produce from July through September.

Non-Profi t Organizations
At the onset of the public health emergency, the 
District’s non-profi t and business community quickly 
responded to the increasing food insecurity by 
distributing groceries, prepared meals, and other 
support. This included an expansive network of 

Snapshot of Non-Profi t Organization Emergency 
Food Response in the District

Name of Organization   Estimated 
Number 
of Meals 

Distributed*

Arcadia Center for Sustainable Food 
& Agriculture

4,800

Capital Area Food Bank** 3,554,238
DC Central Kitchen** 1,035,259 
DC Food Project 320,000
DC Greens  3,120
Dreaming Out Loud 190,000
Food & Friends 204,728
Food Rescue US-DC 12,124
FRESHFARM 18,470
Martha’s Table** 417,500
Oasis Community Partners** 363,000
United Planning Organization 7,336
World Central Kitchen  1,017,297  
YMCA of Metropolitan Washington 7,576
Source: Organizations, July 2020. *Many organizations 
distributed grocery bags, so these fi gures are estimates of  
the meals produced with those groceries. **These fi gures 
include grocery boxes/bags prepared for the DC Get Help 
Hotline and the Grocery Distribution Program. Note: this 
table does not calculate totals, because some organizations 
provided meals and groceries to other organizations on this 
list to distribute. 
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mutual aid groups serving their neighbors, local 
restaurants providing free meals to children and 
seniors, and non-profi t organizations creating 
a safety net of free meals and groceries. The 
District supported these programs by creating a 
comprehensive, regularly updated map of food 
resources at coronavirus.dc.gov/food. 

As the economy slowly 
recovers, food insecurity 
in the District will likely 
remain at emergency 

levels even after the public health emergency has 
subsided. This new reality necessitates both a 
continued strategic emergency response, as well as 
longer-term systems change and planning. The public 
health emergency magnifi es the urgency of achieving 
true health equity in the District, with every resident 
having meaningful access to healthy, aff ordable, and 
culturally appropriate food.

More context and explanation of the following 
recommendations are included in the full report.

Recommendations for the Duration of the Public 
Health Emergency:

1. Advocate for extending/expanding federal 
nutrition programs and waivers. 

2. Maximize federal nutrition funding by 
ensuring every District resident benefi ts from 
programs for which they qualify. 

3. Continue emergency food assistance 
programs, particularly for high-risk 
populations, throughout the District’s public 
health emergency. 

4. Expand public-private partnerships to 
increase funding for food assistance over the 
next year, with a focus on local Black- and 
Latinx-led organizations. 

5. Leverage the purchasing power of public and 
private institutions to help small and Black- 
and Latinx-owned food businesses recover. 

6. Expand transportation options for 
grocery shopping and delivery, such as the 
Department of For Hire Vehicles’ Taxi-to-Rail 

FY 2020 pilot, which provided free taxi rides 
for residents in Wards 7 and 8 to grocery 
stores. 

7. Assist independent food retailers to 
implement curbside pickup and/or online 
SNAP purchasing.

8. Expand food assistance to undocumented 
immigrants in partnership with trusted 
organizations.

9. Provide support to essential employees at 
restaurants, grocery stores, and other food 
businesses to access government resources.

10. Explore continuing innovative emergency 
food programs that have been piloted during 
the public health emergency. 
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Learn more about the DC Food Policy Council and 
access the full report at:

 dcfoodpolicy.org/foodsecurity2020

Recommendations for Recovery and Food Systems 
Change:

1. Increase healthy food options in Wards 7 
and 8, with a focus on supporting local Black-
owned food businesses. 

2. Ensure that all District government food 
procurement contracts promote health 
equity, environmental sustainability, and the 
local food economy.

3.  Convene District agencies and organizations 
that serve seniors to develop and deploy a 
strategy to address senior food insecurity in 
the District. 

4. Connect residents at risk of diet-related 
chronic diseases with nutritious food 
resources. 

5. Provide robust nutrition education for District 
residents throughout their lives. 

6. Implement Mayor Bowser’s Make Food 
Work: A Strategy to Strengthen the DC Food 
Workforce to support job growth and career 
pathways in the food sector. 

7. Increase aff ordable commercial kitchen 
space, cold storage, storefronts, and retail 
opportunities for small food businesses. 

8. Expand investment and infrastructure for 
urban agriculture. 

9. Consider DC Offi  ce of Planning’s 
forthcoming report recommendations on 
how a centralized kitchen could improve the 
District’s resiliency and support health equity 
and the local economy.

10. Support the Homeland Security and 
Emergency Management Agency (HSEMA) 
in developing a DC Food Resiliency Plan to 
deploy in the next emergency.

Long before the onset of 
the COVID-19 public health 
emergency, the District 
and its community partners 

were working to address food insecurity among 
District residents. This emergency has increased the 
rates of this chronic condition and exacerbated its 
disparate impact on certain populations, including 
Black residents, seniors, families with children, and 
undocumented immigrants. Mayor Bowser, with the 
support of her DC Food Policy Council, commits to 
furthering the District’s work to create an equitable, 
healthy, and sustainable food system for all District 
residents, both during and after this public health 
emergency.
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