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Subject
Briefing report on the King County Local Food Economy Initiative (LFEI)
Summary

The Departments of Natural Resources and Parks and Public Health – Seattle & King County are collaborating with public and private sector partners to lead the King County Local Food Economy Initiative, a relatively recent project launched by King County Executive Dow Constantine. Driven by the need to build a resilient local food system that can withstand environmental and economic challenges, the initiative aims to expand the local food economy and increase access to healthy, affordable foods for low-income families in King County. The initiative seeks to challenge the County to think not only about what the public sector can do to bolster the County’s agricultural and food industries and the health of its constituents but also to partner and identify solutions in collaboration with the private sector.

The first deliverable of the Initiative is to create an action plan to address two goals – expand the local food economy and increase access to healthy, affordable food for low income communities. A Kitchen Cabinet advisory panel has been appointed by the Executive to craft a set of targets, strategies, and action items that for implementation beginning in 2015. 
Background
King County’s Local Food Economy Initiative was formally launched by King County Executive Dow Constantine on June 23, 2014 as part of his climate change agenda. 
Goal One: Expand the local food economy - King County currently boasts an estimated $6 billion food market; however, only 2% of it is attributed to local farmers. Its local farms are typically small, family-owned businesses that help preserve critical open space and are a foundation for a resilient local food supply. Having a local land base for food production is increasingly important to King County, particularly in the face of climate change and other emergencies, like the severe drought currently occurring in California. Moreover, sustainable agricultural practices common in King County have manifold environmental benefits. By supporting well-managed farmland, King County can increase carbon sequestration and gain biodiversity. More localized production and processing enhances the opportunity to use more sustainable practices throughout the food delivery system.
Expanding the local food economy also entails finding ways to increase jobs throughout the entire food system; therefore, in addition to expanding agricultural production, the Initiative will also focus on opportunities to bolster local food businesses and farm-to-institution linkages.
Goal Two: Increasing access to healthy, affordable food for low communities - Access to healthy, affordable food is essential to the health and productivity of King County’s residents, but most do not consume diets that meet recommendations for health and many suffer from food hardship and food insecurity. As a result, rates of diabetes, heart disease and obesity continue to rise, and these health problems impact the economic productivity of the county. At least 13% of King County’s residents are food insecure – that is, they do not have consistent access to healthy foods. Access to food is essential for a productive work force and children need food to support health and success at school. 
Kitchen Cabinet Advisory Panel - To help King County attain the aforementioned goals, Executive Constantine has appointed an advisory panel, the Kitchen Cabinet, consisting of private, public, and non-profit stakeholders to craft a set of targets, strategies, and action items that for implementation beginning in 2015. The Kitchen Cabinet is encouraged to pull from work completed in other food-policy forums, studies, and available resources in the County to find creative and innovative solutions in designing the deliverables. So far, the Kitchen Cabinet has delved into the first goal – expanding the local food economy- and will soon embark on the second goal of increasing access to affordable and healthy foods. 
Analysis
Goal One: Expand the local food economy - One of the anticipated outcomes of the Food Economy goal is job creation. Under this goal, a substantial focus will be on assisting minority populations, females, and new farmers to become viable. The USDA 2012 Agricultural Census shows that King County is one of a few Washington counties where there is growth amongst minority and female farmers; however, when the statistics are examined in more detail, it is apparent that both groups fall far behind in terms of number of acres farmed and value of agricultural production. For example, the Census indicates that the number of Hispanic farmers in the County grew by over 40 percent since 2007; however, the average size of a farm farmed by Hispanic farmers is only 14 acres. In order to ensure that King County’s agricultural industry continues to exist, more must be done to secure land, drive down production costs, and increase production yields for farmers who are most in need. If these can be accomplished, there will be additional jobs in the agriculture industry in the County and more dollars recirculated to the local economy.
The Initiative will aim to capture job growth driven by local food production and demand. USDA analysis already indicates that majority of jobs in the food system can be found in the processing and service sectors of the system which is a positive for King County, the number one food processing county in Washington. The Initiative will seek to maintain its strong food processing industry and identify strategies to attract additional food processing businesses and encourage sourcing from local producers to drive job growth.

Goal Two: Increasing access to healthy, affordable food for low communities – In King County and across the nation, our poorest communities face the greatest hardships in eating healthy. While food is getting cheaper and we are eating out more, this is not the case for low income residents. A recent Harvard School of Public Health article indicates that healthy diets cost about $1.50 more per day when compared with unhealthy diets. The average Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefit per person per day in Washington State hovers at approximately $4, which leaves little room for the added cost to eat healthy. As with other health indicators, significant disparities exist in King County for healthy eating and food security. In 2009, 86,240 (22%) King County Children lived in food-insecure households. Households with children are twice as likely to experience food hardship as households without children. Rates of food hardship and food insecurity are higher in the South King County Region, among African Americans and Hispanics/Latinos, in lower income households, and among those with less education. The Local Food Economy Initiative will have focused strategies aimed at reducing and eliminating these disparities.
Attachments
1. Roster of Kitchen Cabinet members
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