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Executive Summary 

California Institute for Rural Studies assessed the food assistance resources in Yolo County 

and the level of food insecurity among selected Yolo County farm workers living in a rural 

food desert. The project was designed to address the USDA Community Food Projects 

Competitive Grant Program priorities by determining the level of farm worker  food 

security and planning long-term solutions utilizing the existing network of food assistance 

resources in Yolo County.  

In 2000, the county estimated a population of 6,900 farm workers with 26,236 farm 

worker  related persons. For this project, we focused our efforts on farm worker  families 

living in rural communities in Yolo County and, using survey methodology, assessed their 

level of food security.  We also identified the current extent of farm worker  participation in 

food assistance programs.  We created three food inventories:  types of foods farm workers 

prefer, actual frui t and vegetable consumption, and types of food offered by the Yolo Food 

Bank.  In this way we were able to determine where the gaps exist, and how to address 

them to better serve farm worker  communities. Based on our results, we offer guidance for 
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food programs in Yolo County regarding both optimal geographic locations for food 

distribution to reach farm workers and the types of foods that are appropriate for this 

population.  This report outlines the level of food insecurity among rural farm workers in 

Yolo County and includes a directory of food resources for the county, map of distribution  

locations and suggestions for improving services specifically for farm workers. 

Introduction 
Project Overview 
Ironically, the same agricultural workers who are responsible for producing an abundance 

of food find themselves at serious risk of hunger, diet-related chronic diseases, unsafe 

living and working conditions and inadequate access to health care. As a farm worker  

interviewed for one of our recent projects noted, Ȱ)ȭÍ ÄÉÓÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 

ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȢ (ÅÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÒÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÒÄ ÙÏÕȭÌÌ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ 

and housing. )ȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÄÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÎÉÇÈÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÏȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȢȱ 

Yolo County is located in Northern 

California just west of the capital of 

Sacramento. Eighty-five percent of 

the county is agricultural land and 

that is how the residents like it. 

Davis is the largest city in the 

county with over 65,000 

inhabitants and an on-campus 

resident population close to 6,000. 

For more than a century, the 

University of California, Davis, has 

been at the vanguard of agricultural 

research and innovation. More than 

30 international seed research 

companies are headquartered in the 

county. Out of the 58 counties in 

California, Yolo is ranked 41st in the state by area but 20th for agricultural production. In 

2014ȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÙȭÓ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÇÒÏÓÓ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÉÔ ÁÎ ÁÌÌ-time record high at 

$801,205,000, and an increase of 11% from 2013 (Yolo Dept. of Ag 2016).   A large 

proportion of crops grown in Yolo County are specialty crops and organic production, both 

requiring  high labor inputs.  County agriculture is very diverse with processing tomatoes, 

wine grapes, dairy, nuts, berries, vegetable row crops, poultry, forage, nursery crops and 

more. There are close to 1,000 farms, 91 of them are certified organic.  In addition there are 

six certified farmers markets, and 19 Community Supported Agriculture programs in the 

 FIGURE 1 YOLO COUNTY 
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county. Local general plans and land-use management practices are developed with the 

goal of farmland preservation.   

Additionally, Yolo County has a robust farm to school program, written into the Yolo 

County general plan and managed by Yolo County Department of Agriculture since 2010. 

Farm to school programs in the county bring more local fresh fruits and vegetables into 

school cafeterias, build and plan school gardens, provide from scratch cooking lessons for 

school cafeteria staff, and have been important in creating various nutrition education 

programs, school wellness policies and obesity prevention programs.  Yolo County farm to 

school participating agencies and programs include; Davis Farm to School, Winters Farm to 

School, UC Cooperative Extension, WIC 

Nutrition with  Obesity Prevention, Rural 

Innovations Sustainable Enterprise and 

Yolo Farm to Fork. 

Even with all of these agricultural, 

community and programmatic assets, 

there is still food insecurity in Yolo 

County at rates more than double both 

the US average (14.5) and the California 

average (15.6), hovering at 32% of adults 

living in food insecure households. i Yolo 

County has responded to this problem 

with programs designed to increase food 

access and affordability.  The Yolo Food 

Bank provides food to 25,000 residents a 

month and distributes nearly 3 million pounds of food and grocery items annually to 

residents in need of food assistance.   They do this through a network of 60 non-profit 

partners. More than 25% of the food provided is fresh produce. The food bank partners 

with local farmers to source locally-grown fruits and vegetables. 

In 2011, student researchers at UC Davis completed a project for the Yolo County Ag and 

Food Alliance to determine the feasibility of creating a food hub in the county. ii  While the 

team did not feel confident that a food hub would succeed in Yolo County, they did compile 

a large amount of data on the Yolo County food and agriculture system.  In the process of 

this project, they mapped Yolo County food deserts.  Figure 2 shows the extent of the food 

desert, located in rural Yolo County in purple as mapped in 2011.  Many of the residents 

living within this ar ea are farm workers. &ÉÇÕÒÅ σ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÅ 53$! ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ Ȱ,Ï× ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÔ 

ρ ÁÎÄ ρπ ÍÉÌÅÓȱ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÓÕÐÅÒÍÁÒËÅÔÓȡ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÎÅ ÍÉÌÅ ÉÎ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÁÒÅÁÓ 

and 10 miles in rural areas. The majority of Yolo County fits the low access definition. 

FIGURE 2 FOOD DESERT IN UC 2011  REPORT 
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FIGURE 3 LOW ACCESS AT 1 AND 10  MILES 

In 2000, Yolo County estimated a population of 6,900 farm workers with 26,236 farm 

worker  related persons.iii   Because of the challenges of enumerating farm workers, the 

range of population estimates for farm workers and their families is quite large in Yolo 

County as is the case, nationally. Yolo County maintains two farm worker  housing facilities 

totaling 150 units for migrant farm worker  families.  At capacity, these housing centers can 

house 805 individuals.  The units are limited to use by families who reside more than 50 

miles away for most of the year but come to the county to work in agriculture.  As a result, 

they are open for a maximum of six months.   In addition to these known migrant farm 

worker  housing units, there are on-farm housing facilities in the county that can house an 

estimated 506 farm employees.  With the trend to year-round production of crops in 

California, farm workers in the state are less migratory and tend to reside near their 

workplaces year round. iv As a result of the lack of housing facilities for non-migrating 

workers, most are now forced to live in private market dwellings and many of these are in 

rural towns and cities in Yolo County.  

Barriers to Healthy Food Access for Farm Workers in Rural Regions  
There are many barriers to healthy food access in rural communities, such as the food 

desert described above. Our ongoing research at CIRS shows that food stamp utilization is 
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low among farm workers.  Reasons given by farm workers for not applying for SNAP 

include a perception of ineligibility, challenges to understanding the application processes 

and fears about applying for public assistance related to documentation status. Young 

single male farm workers who do not live in families may have limited cooking skills, may 

not have access to kitchen facilities and thus may be more likely to eat processed or pre-

prepared meals.  In the California Agricultural Worker Health Survey (CAWHS) CIRS 

determined that a full 17% of farm workers lacked kitchen facilities where they lived. v 

Farm workers suffer from disproportionately high rates of diet related diseases such as 

diabetes, obesity, hypertension, and anemia. The CAWHS also found that 18% of male farm 

worker s had at least two of the three following risk factors for chronic disease: high serum 

cholesterol, high blood pressure, or obesity. In addition, 81% of male and 76% of female 

study subjects were overweight, with obesity rates of 28% and 37% respectively. Despite 

the demanding physical nature of agricultural labor, in general, indicators for diet related 

conditions among farm workers are worse than both the Latino and the general 

populations of the US. Stanford University researchersvi found that for every five years of 

residence in the US, male migrant workers in the Salinas Valley showed a 35% increase in 

fast food consumption and a 50% increase in alcohol consumption. Over a ten year period, 

the same researchers found the prevalence of obesity increased 47% among male farm 

worker s in general, and 91% for men living in migrant housing facilities. vii 

In two previous CIRS studies of farm worker  communities in California levels of food 

insecurity were well above county, state and federal levels.  In our first assessment, 45% of 

the workers we interviewed in Fresno County were food insecure viii  and in our second 

assessment, 66% of the workers we interviewed in Salinas, Monterey County, were food 

insecure. ix  These studies were completed in two of the most productive agricultural 

counties in the country.  The Fresno County work was completed prior to the financial 

downturn and the Monterey County study was completed in the midst of the financial 

crisis.   

In this project, CIRS assessed the food security of farm workers in Yolo County and their 

access to food programs that already exist, using survey and mapping methods.  Included in 

the survey were questions focused on food access, use of food assistance programs, 

barriers to use, and food preferences.  In addition, CIRS compiled and reviewed data on 

county based food programs to determine which ones reach farm workers and where gaps 

may exist.   

This report will explain the results of our farm worker  survey and food bank inventory, 

including recommendations for any potential improvements in the programs. This report 

includes maps showing where farm workers interviewed live in relation to the service 

areas of food programs.  We have also created maps showing where Latinos live and where 

people in poverty live in the county. 
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Based on all information collected, we have compiled a set of recommendations for 

improving services to farm worker  families living in the rural food desert of Yolo County. 

These can be found beginning on page 30.  

Food Security Defined 
Ȱ&ÏÏÄ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÂÙ ÁÌÌ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÆÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÁÎ ÁÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ 

ÌÉÆÅȢȱ ɉ53$! %23ȟ 2016) Eighty-ÓÉØ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÓ ÈÁÄ ȰÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔȟ 

ÄÅÐÅÎÄÁÂÌÅ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÆÏÏÄ ÆÏÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȱ ÉÎ ςπρτȢ 4ÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÆÏÏÄ 

secure. That means that 14% of households in America were food insecure and of those, 

5.6% were Ȱveryȱ food insecure. 

 

FIGURE 4 US TRENDS IN FOOD INSECURITY OVER TIME 

In low food security  households, members were able to get enough food so that their 

eating patterns were not substantially disrupted and food intake was not reduced.  They 

did this by using a variety of coping strategies, like eating less varied diets, taking 

advantage of federal food assistance programs, or getting emergency food from community 

food pantries. 

In very low food security  households, one or more of the members disrupted their 

normal eating habits and reduced their food intake at times during the year.  Both of these 

types of food insecure households had insufficient money for food. But very low food 

security households also lacked the resources to obtain food assistance. 
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The leading risk factors associated with food insecurity include: earning an income below 

the poverty level, living in a Hispanic or African-American household, and living in a female 

headed household (Nord, Andrews et al. 2009) 

Food Insecurity in California 
It is ironic that in Californiaɂthe state that leads the nation in food production -- the 

prevalence of food insecurity is still about the national average at 13.5% (+ 0.65). Food 

insecurity is disproportionately related to socioeconomic status, with high levels of food 

insecurity occurring in low income populations. Approximately 4 million low income 

Californians experienced food insecurity during 2011-12. While 38.4% of low income 

California residents are food insecure only 18.1% currently receive SNAP benefits 

(California Health Interview Survey).x 

 

U.S. households by food security status, 
2014 Percent

Food-secure households

Households with low food
security

Households with very low
food security

FIGURE 5 FOOD SECURITY IN USAɂUSDA ERS 

How many people lived in food-insecure households in 2014? 

48.1 million people lived in food insecure households in the US 

7.9 million of them were children living with food insecure adults 

914,000 of these children had siblings living with them who were also food 

insecure 
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FIGURE 6 FOOD SECURITY OVER TIME, STATE OF CA ɀ CHIS 

Food Insecurity among Latinos  
The vast majority of farm workers in California are Latino. National rates of food insecurity 

among all Hispanic or Latino households in the US are well above the average at 22.4% 

compared to 14% among all US households. Two additional studies have explored food 

insecurity among low income Latinos in California. One study evaluated food security 

status among low income Latino families from six different counties in California; out of a 

sample of 212 families participating, a total of 61% families were food insecure: 45% food 

insecure without hunger, 13% food insecure with moderate hunger; and 3% food insecure 

with  severe hunger (Kaiser, Townsend et al. 2004). Another study among 630 low income 

Latino, Vietnamese and Cambodian legal immigrants in California, Texas and Illinois found 

that a total of 81% came from households that were food insecure: 40% food insecure 

without hunger, 27% food insecure with moderate hunger and 14% food insecure with 

severe hunger (Kasper, Gupta et al. 2000). CHIS data for 2001-14 show trends in food 

security over time among Latinos in California.  In 2014, food insecurity for Latinos in 

California was 40% a full 2% higher than the state as a whole. 

 

FIGURE 7 LATINO FOOD SECURITY OVER TIME, CA-- CHIS 
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Food Insecurity among Farm workers 

Studies completed among farm workers consistently report high levels of food insecurity. 

Two studies completed in California reported around 1/2  to 2/3 of participants 

interviewed were food insecure.  A food security assessment of farm workers in Fresno 

conducted in 2007 prior to the economic recession reported 45% of participants were food 

insecure (Wirth, Strochlic et al. 2007).  Another study completed in the Salinas Valley in 

Monterey County reported 66% food insecurity among participants. Mixtec workers 

participating in the Salinas study appear to be at an even higher risk for food insecurity and 

hunger (Kresge and Eastman, 2010).  

In North Carolina, a study was completed among migrant and seasonal farm workers to 

determine their level of food security. Surveys were completed by adults in 102 farm 

worker  households using the USDA Household Food Security Survey Module. Additionally, 

researchers completed 25 in-depth interviews with selected participants. Results showed 

that 47% of these farm worker  households were food insecure including 10% with hunger 

(Quandt, et al, 2004). 

A similar study completed in Texas with 100 migrant and seasonal farm workers revealed 

that 82% of the participants were food insecure with 49% of these having hunger (Weigel, 

Armijos et al, 2007). In Ohio, 50 migrant farm workers participated in a survey to assess 

food security among children of farm worker  families. Only 22% of the children in 

participating farm worker  households met the minimum recommended food group 

servings for their ages (Kilanowski, et al. 2009). 
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Barriers to Healthy Food Access among Farm workers 

Living in poverty is one of the major barriers to healthy food access among farm workers 
who may have to make difficult choices between meeting other basic needs such as housing 
costs or medical care and food (Sullivan, Clark et al. 2009). Nationally, farm workers are 
among the poorest of all US residents. Findings from the National Agricultural Worker 
Survey (Aguirre International 2005) indicate that 75% of individual farm workers and 52% 
of farm worker  families in California earn less than $15,000 per year, 43% of individual 
farm workers and 30% of farm worker  families earn less than $10,000 per year. Despite 

this high level of 
poverty, less than 
1/3 of workers used 
needs-based 
services like SNAP, 
TANF and WIC. Only 
37% took advantage 
of contribution 
based services 
including 
unemployment 
insurance, social 
security and 
disability. In 
addition, on-farm 
housing was not 
common, with 96% 
of all farm workers 
in California living in 
private market 
housing off farm. 
(Aguirre 2005).  

 

 

 

Housing costs in California are high, compounding the likelihood that farm workers may 
live in substandard conditions, lacking a kitchen, and may not have enough money for both 
food and rent. In Yolo County, 57% of county residents pay more than 30% of their 
monthly income for rent. 

In addition to the inability to pay for food, farm workers experience a range of further  

barriers to healthy eating. 

FIGURE 8  RENTAL COSTS IN YOLO COUNTY 
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These commonly include: 

¶ isolation in  rural "food deserts"  

¶ unstable income and employment due to seasonal nature of work 

¶ inadequate housing and cooking facilities 

¶ lack of transportation  

¶ low utilization of food assistance programs 

Non-utilization of assistance programs can be attributed to a lack of legal status (about half 

of farm workers in CA are undocumented1), lack of understanding regarding eligibility for 

ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÁÓÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÃÏÍÅ ÆÌÕÃÔÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÁÔÁ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ 

seen in the results section below. 

Methods 

Choice of Study Location 

Yolo County was selected as the site for this study for a variety of reasons explained below. 

Rural Yolo County has been identified as a food desert but no research has been done to 

pinpoint where farm workers live in this region and to what level they are food insecure.  

Yolo County as a whole shows very low rates of SNAP enrollment with only 31% of eligible 

individuals participating in the program. The school lunch program, which has an active 

farm to school component has 77% of those eligible enrolled but the school breakfast 

program is reaching only 33% of those eligible and the summer nutrition program serves a 

bleak 19% of those eligible.xi 

Yolo County is primarily rural and agricultural with a large population of farm workers. 

Nationally, eighty percent of farm workers are males with two-thirds of them being under 

the age of 35.  Sixty percent of farm workers are married. But about 40% of them are males 

unaccompanied by family members.   More than half of all farm workers live in households 

with some non-family members and 75% of undocumented farm workers live in 

households that contain no family members.xii   All of these factors may contribute to low 

enrollment in SNAP and other food assistance programs.  

Our purpose was to outline a plan toward improvement of community food security in a 

defined low income community by analyzing existing resources.  Farm workers are among 

the lowest wage earners in the country averaging around $13,000 per year.  Many workers 

are employed seasonally, reducing their ability to purchase healthy foods to an even 

greater extent during the period of unemployment.  In fact, previous CIRS work in Salinas 

                                                        
1 NAWS 
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showed that food insecurity increased among participating farm workers during the off 

season.xiii  About half of farm workers are undocumented, limiting their access to SNAP 

benefits and increasing their need for alternative food programs or sources of food.   

 

Resources abound for addressing food inequality in Yolo County, including the University of 

California, Davis, the Yolo County Food Bank with over sixty partner organizations, and a 

large community of farmers.  In addition, Yolo County has multiple programs and agencies 

in place to address the challenges of providing healthy food to low income residents.  

Survey 

Convenience surveys were administered in Spanish to farm workers in Yolo County. 

#ÏÎÖÅÎÉÅÎÃÅ ÓÁÍÐÌÉÎÇ ÉÓ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ȰÎÏÎ-ÐÒÏÂÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÓÁÍÐÌÉÎÇ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÌÉÅÓ ÏÎ 

data collection from population members who are conveniently available to participate in 

the study. The first available primary data source was used for the research without 

additional requirements. In other words, this sampling method involves getting 

participants wherever you can find them and typically wherever is convenient.  In this case, 

surveys were administered at farm worker  health fairs, at migrant health clinics and in 

workplaces.  

We designed a short survey instrument that would still maintain its effectiveness in 

addressing the issues of food security and other objectives of this study (see Appendices A 

and B for the English- and Spanish-language survey instruments). The survey includes 

questions from validated instruments but we added non-validated questions including 

questions from the Fresno Farm worker Food Security Assessment questionnaire (Wirth, 

Strochlic et al. 2007) and the Salinas Farm worker Food Security Assessment questionnaire 

(Kresge and Eastman 2009).   

The USDA Six-item Short Form of the U.S. Household Food Security Survey Module was the 

validated instrument included in the survey. This shortened version of the USDA Food 

Security Module was developed as a brief tool to identify food security status among the 

general American population (Blumberg, Bialostosky et al. 1999).  

A total of 114 farm workers were interviewed in-person between March and October 2015.  

All farm workers participating in this survey were working and/or living in Yolo County at 

the time of the study. Survey administrators included community-based outreach workers 

from RISE, Inc and a professionally trained researcher. 

Three initial screening questions were administered to determine participant eligibility. 

These questions confirmed that each participant was at least 18 years of age, currently 

lived and/or worked in Yolo County, and worked in agriculture currently or at some time in 

the previous year.  
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Food Inventory 

Another aspect of our study was an evaluation of available foods at the Yolo County Food 

Bank at various points in the year.  We inventoried seasonal and fresh foods four times 

throughout the course of the project.  Our goal in gathering this data was to see if the foods 

provided by the food bank as fresh offerings were both familiar and desired by Yolo County 

farm workers.  We cross checked the inventories with data provided from farm worker 

surveys about food preferences. 

Results 

Farm worker Survey 

Demographics 

There were 60 male respondents and 54 female respondents to our survey. All of the 

respondents had worked in agriculture at some time during the 12 months prior to the 

survey. All of the respondents either lived or worked in Yolo County.  More than half (69%) 

of respondents were married, compared with 31% single. More than half (69%) of married 

respondents lived with their spouses, compared to 30% of married spouses living alone. 

The majority (68%) of the respondents had children under 18 years of age living with 

them. The average number of children in each household was 2 with the highest number 

being 4. 

The average age of survey respondents was 31.5 years old. Almost all (97%) reported 

Spanish as the primary language spoken in the household.  Two respondents spoke English 

at home while 1 spoke Mixtec and 1 spoke Triqui.2 

Ninety percent of respondents were employed in agriculture at the time they were 

surveyed. The main types of agricultural employment were: fieldwork, nursery work, field 

supervisor, labor contractor, packing house, ranch hand, and mechanic.   At the time of the 

survey, 8.9% of participants were unemployed. The unemployment rate overall for Yolo 

County in 2015 was 6.4% and specifically during the months of our study was 6%. The 

primary  reasons stated by participants for unemployment were:  seasonal employment, 

company/farm operation went out of business, and caring for a sick spouse.  Two 

respondents were students at the time of the survey. 

                                                        
2 Mixtec and Triqui are indigenous Mexican languages. 
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FIGURE 9 WORK TYPE REPORTED BY PARTICIPANTS 

 

 

 

3Rio Vista is the only community outside Yolo County and is located near the southern boundary. 

FIGURE 10  LOCATION OF PRIMARY RESIDENCE IN YOLO COUNTY 
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FIGURE 11  YOLO COUNTY SHOWING RURAL V URBAN LOCATIONS AND LOCATIONS WHERE 

INTERVIEWED WORKERS LIVE 

40 respondents live in Woodland, a town with approximately 56,000 residents.  

29 respondents live in Esparto, and 14 in Winters, two small rural communities in western 

Yolo County, and centrally located to many agricultural operations.  14 live in 

unincorporated rural areas of the county.  

Farm worker Food Security Summary 

Food insecurity among farm workers in Yolo County is almost three times the national 

average based on survey responses.  For 47% of participants food ran out and ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 

have money to buy more. Reviewing by community, we can see that the frequency that food 

ran out is highest among workers living in Woodland. In Woodland 55% of households ran 

ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÆÏÏÄ ȰÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓȱ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒȢ  Woodland and Esparto both have residents who 

ran out frequently during the year.  The survey questions did not specifically ask at which 

time during the year food ran out, but farm workers in Yolo County are struggling with food 

insecurity at times during the year.  
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FIGURE 12  FREQUENCY THAT FOOD RAN OUT ALL DATA 

 

FIGURE 13  FREQUENCY FOOD RAN OUT BY COMMUNITY 

In the last 12 months, the ÆÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÂÏÕÇÈÔ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÌÁÓÔ ÌÏÎÇ ÁÎÄ ) ÈÁÄ ÎÏ ÍÏÎÅÙ ÔÏ Âuy more. 

¶ 52% Never 

¶ 44% Sometimes (food insecure) 

¶ 3% Frequently (very insecure) 

o Total of 47% food insecure  
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ȰIn the past 12 months 

have you or anyone in 

your family eaten less or 

stopped eating because 

there was not enough 

money for food?ȱ 

In response to the 

above question, 83% of 

respondents said no, 

but 15% said yes 

(Figure 14). Of those 

that responded yes, 

most stated that this 

happened 1 or 2 months 

in the past year, with a 

small percentage stating 

that it happened every 

month, primarily living 

in the community of 

Esparto. 

When asked if they had 

enough food to eat a balanced and nutritious diet, almost 70% of participants reported that 

didȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ςψϷ ȰÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓȱ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÎÄ σϷ Ȱfrequentlyȱ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ. In total, 31Ϸ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ 

enough food to eat a balanced and nutritious diet.  There was no definition of a ȰÂÁÌÁÎÃÅÄ 

ÏÒ ÎÕÔÒÉÔÉÏÕÓ ÄÉÅÔȱ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ. But this self-reporting indicates that there are 

still a number of families unable to access nutritious foods for their household either by 

purchasing them or by receiving food assistance. 

  

Hunger?

no yes n/a

FIGURE 14  EATEN LESS? 
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FIGURE 15  COMMUNITY STATUS WITH REGARD TO NUTRITIOUS AND BALANCED FOODS 

 

In summary, a lmost half  of the farm worker s surveyed are experiencing food insecurity  

at some point during the year.   

Food insecurity was reported  in the following ways:  

¶ 15% had to eat less 

¶ 47% ran out of food 

¶ 31% did not have access to nutritious foods 

Knowledge of Food Assistance Programs  

In California, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is called CalFresh. Also 

referred to as the food stamp program, Cal Fresh provides benefits for low income 

Californians with the aim of improving access to nutritious, affordable food. To be eligible, 

participants must have a net income below the Federal poverty level and either be a citizen 

or legal permanent resident. Undocumented immigrants are not eligible (CalFreshPrimer 

2016).  Since approximately 50% of farm workers in California are undocumented, this 

immediately eliminates a large number from eligibility, however, these workers may live in 

households with eligible individuals. 
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The WIC program is a federally-funded food assistance program for low income women 

who are pregnant, breastfeeding, just had a baby or have children under 5 years old, 

including foster children. There is no citizenship or legal residency requirement to be 

eligible for this program, and participants receive coupons for staple foods such as milk, 

eggs, bread, etc.  

In order to determine both the knowledge of food assistance programs and participation in 

them, we asked participants about their knowledge of food stamps/CalFresh, WIC and food 

bank assistance programs.   

There is a high degree of awareness of food assistance programs among farm workers in 

Yolo County. Sixty-seven percent of respondents had heard of food stamps, and 46% 

reported they had used food stamps within the past 12 months. When asked about specific 

Yolo Food Bank assistance programs they had utilized in the past 12 months, 61% said they 

had used some specific food program.  The most utilized food bank programs were 

emergency food assistance (49%), drought food assistance (25%) and school markets 

(20%).  

Respondents utilized 7 of the 9 food assistance programs listed in the survey. This shows a 

high degree of awareness of food assistance programs and how to access those programs.   

Knowledge and Use of WIC and CalFresh  

Of the respondents who did not use food stamps, almost half had not tried to apply for 

them (46.7%), while the remaining stated that they had problems with the application 

process, did not qualify because they do not have papers/ are afraid of ICE or because they 

earn too much ( See Figure 15). This points to the need for further information or outreach 

opportunities to help people better understand the application process or how they might 

qualify for the programs.  The latter choices indicate that there are still misconceptions or 

fears about the program due to immigration concerns, language barriers, or time 

constraints to fill out the paperwork.  
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FIGURE 16  REASONS FOR NOT USING SNAP 

 

Of all participants, 63% had heard of WIC and 31% had used WIC in the past 12 months. 

But half of the respondents to the survey have children under five living with them and are 

therefore eligible, but clearly a portion of these have not applied for the program. The main 

reasons for not utilizing the service mirrored reasons for not using SNAP.  It is important to 

note that 10% of respondents with young children did not apply for WIC due to lack 

documentation or fear of ICE, even though all children are eligible regardless of 

immigration status. Figure 17 shows the knowledge and use of WIC broken out by 

community.  Blue indicates negative answers and orange indicates positive answers. For 

example, in Esparto at the bottom of the graph, knowledge of WIC was high while use was 

low.  

These data point to a need for service providers to develop outreach programs for farm 

worker s on how to access federal food programs, who is eligible and to provide more 

targeted outreach in the communities where food insecurity was highest, despite the 

availability of food programs.  
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FIGURE 17  KNOWLEDGE AND USE OF WIC IN 6 FARM WORKER COMMUNITIES, YOLO COUNTY 

There is a high level of awareness of both WIC and CalFresh/SNAP programs overall, but 

there are still eligible families that are not applying for the programs. As Figure 17 

illustrates, there are some communities, like Madison and Guinda, where none of the 

residents interviewed utilize WIC and in Guinda there was no knowledge of WIC.  In most 

of the communities where farm workers live, there is knowledge of federal food programs 

and yet food insecurity is experienced. 

Knowledge and Use of Yolo County Food Bank Programs 

We asked participating farm workers to let us know if they had ever heard of specific Yolo 

Food Bank programs as well as Cal Fresh (SNAP).  The results are shown in Figure 18.  

Figure 19 shows actual use of programs among participants. Seven of the 9 programs listed 

were utilized by respondents. This shows a high degree of awareness of county food 

assistance programs.   

Almost half of participants have heard of the Emergency Food Aid program run by the Yolo 

Food Bank. However, there are two additional programs specifically designed to reach 

isolated rural residents like farm workers.  The Drought Food assistance and Rural Food 

Delivery programs are in place to assist all rural residents but also target farm workers.  
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FIGURE 18  PERCENT OF PARTICIPANTS WHO HAVE HEARD OF PROGRAMS 

Interestingly, about 25% of the participants in our survey had heard of the emergency 

drought relief food boxes, a short-term, temporary program, while fewer, only 13%, had 

heard of the longer term, monthly rural food deliveries.  

 

FIGURE 19  USE OF SNAP AND/ OR FOOD BANK PROGRAMS 
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Nutrition/ Common Foods 

The second part of the survey asked participants questions about the fruits and vegetables 

that they like to buy, and what they eat during the day.  

The questions included:  

¶ What which fruits and vegetables do you choose to buy in the store?  

¶ What types of fruits and vegetables would you like to buy more for yourself or your 

family if it was affordable?  

¶ List all of the fruits and vegetables that you ate yesterday (breakfast/lunch/dinner).  

The most common fruit and/or vegetable that respondents chose in the grocery store was 

tomatoes (84%), followed by ȰÆÒÕÉÔÓȱ (74%) and potatoes (70%).   When asked what food 

they would like to buy more if money was not an object, the top items included tomatoes, 

strawberries, mangos, pineapples, avocados, watermelon, chayote, blackberry, banana 

pineapple guava and melons. Some respondents stated that if they could afford to buy 

organic, they would. 

Fruit is typically a more expensive food item to purchase and ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ȰÌÕØÕÒÙȱ, 

especially when challenged to meet basic food needs. However, fresh tomatoes are a main 

staple of the Latino4 diet, and the results indicate that they are sometimes not affordable. 

Yolo County is a top producer of processing and fresh market tomatoes. 

                                                        
4 The majority of farm workers in California are from Mexico. 
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FIGURE 20  FRUIT AND VEGETABLE PURCHASES 

Respondents favor ethnic foods, specifically tropical fruit, and also organic fruit. Fruit s 

represent an important part of a balanced diet and the lack of availability  and / or 

affordability  within an agriculturally rich area is noteworthy. Lack of access to fresh fruit 

and vegetable choices in Yolo County is made more significant by the location of fruit,  

vegetable and organic farms near farm worker  communities as well as on the farms where 

workers spend their days.   

When asked what fruits and vegetables were eaten in the previous day for breakfast, lunch 

and dinner, the most common fruits were bananas and oranges. Lunch fruits and 

vegetables typically included potatoes, salad, or vegetable soup. Potatoes, winter squash 

and tomatoes were also common dinner vegetables. (Figures 22-25)  With the exception of 

bananas, all of these products are seasonally grown in Yolo County. These items could be 

ÍÁÄÅ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏÎȭÔ 

have access to a fully stocked grocery store within a 10 mile radius (Rumsey, Guinda, 

Brooks, Zamora, Dunnigan and other unincorporated areas).  

Our survey also asked participants to name what foods they had eaten in the last twenty-

four hours by meal.  The results are below.  
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FIGURE 21  BREAKFAST ITEMS EATEN IN LAST 24  HOURS 

 

 

FIGURE 22  LUNCH ITEMS EATEN IN LAST 24  HOURS: FRUITS AND VEGETABLES 
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FIGURE 23  SNACKS EATEN IN LAST 24  HOURS 
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FIGURE 24  DINNER ITEMS EATEN IN LAST 24  HOURS 
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Food Program Assessment 

Physical Access: 

 

FIGURE 25  MAP SHOWING LOW ACCESS AT 1 AND 10  MILES, WHERE INTERVIEWEES LIVE, AND WHERE 

YOLO FOOD BANK PROGRAMS DELIVER 

As this map shows, there are some rural regions not served by the Yolo Food Bank, those 

farthest to the north and west.  As our data show, many farm workers have not heard of 

specific Yolo Food Bank programs.  While most have heard of SNAP, there is not an 

equivalent positive response when asked about Cal Fresh indicating a disconnect between 

those two names for the same program. In addition, most farm workers in this study had 

not heard of the Rural Food Delivery Program or the Drought Assistance Food Program.  

It is clear that the focus of food programs in Yolo County is in urban regions and while 

many farm workers do live in urban regions, they do not primarily live where the food 

distributions are clustered.  In fact, there is a vast area of the county where there are no 

food bank programs. While the population density is low in these areas, the need for 


































































