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(U.S. Census Bureau, 2015; US DHHS, 2016; Virginia & North Carolina Counties in the ARC, edited 2015)  

Over 19% living below federal poverty guidelines ($11,880 + $4,160x) 

        

Grayson County Food Access 



Low Income and Low Food-Access in Grayson County (USDA ERS, 2014)  

“If you want food, you drive 30 minutes”  
     (M. Stamper, March 26, 2015) 

Low-income: Poverty 
($11,880 + $4,160n) 
rate at or above 20 
percent or a median 
family income at or 
below 80 percent of 
the area median family 
income  
Low-Food Access: 
500 persons and/or 
33% of population 
(AMS, n.d.)  

•  Food insecurity has increased: 7.3% in 
2000-2002 to 9.2% in 2007-2012  
    (USDA ERS, Food Environmental Atlas, 2014)  

•  Almost 2,000 of 15,500 (13%) experiencing 
food insecurity in 2012  (Feeding America, 2014) 

Grayson County Food Access 



Grocery Stores Used by Grayson County Residents (USDA ERS, 2014; Google Maps, edited 2015; 
Cole & Stamper, FBC, 2015)  

Grocery 
Stores 

2007 4 

2012 1 

•  Independence: Food City 
•  Galax: Food City, Kroger, or Wal-Mart 
•  Sparta: Food Lion  
•  Wytheville: Food Lion or Wal-Mart 

•  Marion: Food Lion, Wal-Mart, or Food City  
•  West Jefferson: Food Lion or Wal-Mart  

Grayson County Food Access 



Access by all people at all times to enough 
food for an active, healthy life: 

a)  Ready availability of nutritionally adequate 
and safe foods, and  

b)  Ability to acquire acceptable foods in 
socially acceptable ways (without 
resorting to emergency food supplies, 
scavenging, stealing, etc.) 

Food Insecurity: this is limited or uncertain  
(Anderson, 1990, p. 1574-1576)  

Food Security 



The West Grayson Mobile Food Pantry (MFP)  
& The EarthBox® Program (EBP) 

2012:  Both east and west Grayson MFPs established 

 200-250 families in west Grayson County served  
 through Feeding America SWVA without proof of  
 income or residency 

2013:  Tomato starts, survey found 65% MFP clients elderly 

2014:  MFP volunteers, Grayson LandCare, & Independence FM partnered to 
purchase 50 EarthBox®s, soil, and green bean seeds through an 
Appalachian Foodshed Project CFS enhancement grant 



1.  Address food security, food accessibility, and health 
through home gardening 
•  Reduce reliance on food security safety net 

2.  Empower households to provide fresh produce for 
themselves 

•  Build participant self-determination to address individual 
food security 

•  Participants gain new appreciation for local farming 

3.  Encourage participants to attend the Independence 
Farmers Market 

•  Increase SNAP participation (benefits-doubling program) 

•  Diversify participation in the local food system 

EBP Goals 



Demographic Data 
•  14 (39%) SNAP 
•  28 (78%) social security 
•  18 (50%) with children 

Independence FM 
•  10 (28%) attended 2014 

market 
•  5 (14%) made 

purchases 
•  7 (19%) returned 

EarthBox® Gardening 
•  27 (75%) positive responses 

(“good”, “very good”, “wonderful”, “loved it”) 

•  4 (11%) “okay,”  
•  1 (<3%) “not good.” 

•  7 (19%) received assistance 
•  20 (56%) gardened alone 

n=36, 72% Response Rate  

Preliminary 2014 Survey 
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Supports 2013 finding of 
65% elderly 
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Potential for SNAP at IFM? 



- 75% expressed a positive experience in 2014 

- All indicated they would grow again in 2015 

- 28% visited the IFM in 2014 

- 2 of 5 enrolled in SNAP made purchases using the SNAP-doubling 
program 

- Zero participants indicated a change in food choices or diet 

This study further explored the impact of the EBP 
and it’s influence on community food security, food 
choices of individuals, and the local food system. 

Purpose of this Case Study 



Volunteering with the EBP & MFP 

2015:  28 EBP participants received bags, buckets, and pans 

Seeds & starts 
distributed during 
the EBP Event & 
MFP 

Community-University collaborations to design an appropriate study 



Interviews 

14 Participants Interviewed (October 2015 – January 2016) 

1.  Participant Introductions 

2.  Gardening Background & Food Production History 

3.  EarthBox® & Container Gardening Experience 

4.  Food Access & the Independence Farmers Market 

5.  Reflection: What is the importance of gardening?  How 
can we improve gardening programs and local food access? 



•  12 (86%) successful with their EarthBox®  

•  7 (50%) successful with other containers 
–  2 with potatoes in buckets (3 unsuccessful) 
–  1 potatoes in bags (1 unsuccessful) 
–  3 other vegetables in buckets (1 unsuccessful) 
–  3 other vegetables in pans (1 unsuccessful) 
–  4 didn’t use other containers 

Hannah didn’t grow anything, but enjoyed her boyfriend’s 
containers: “We enjoyed last year when we got to get 
together and pick… the beans, and the kids seemed to 
really enjoy it.” 

EBP Successes 



•  7 (50%) visited the IFM at least once 

Dianne is now interested after learning about the SNAP 
program: “Now that I know how it [the SNAP-doubling 
program] works, starting this spring… I'll start going there.” 

EBP Successes 



Reasoning for EBP Design Confirmed 

14 (100%) “Past HFP Experiences” 

11 (71%) “Limited Mobility” (65% elderly, 2013) 

11 (79%) “Curious about HFP Options”  (application process in 2014) 

Gretta:  "I gardened until I got... not able to do it anymore.  I wasn't able 
to walk up to the garden, I can't stand up long enough to do the 
garden… I got cancer… and had to quit.” 

Ada: "Curiosity maybe killed the cat, but I wanted to know what I could 
grow in it [the EarthBox®] that would be good, and I thought, ‘well, you 
know, I'm getting older, I've got arthritis, I need to know this.  Could 
I still grow something, and it grow good in a container on the carport?’  
…I wanted to find out, what can you grow in the EarthBox®, how well will 
it do, how they perform, what can I grow, and where, you know?" 



Low incomes: 12 (86%) “Household and Community Economics”  

8 (57%) with SS benefits as main income ($1,335/month average in 
June 2015) (Social Security Administration, 2015) 

Expensive Gardening Resources: 10 (71%) “Barriers to HFP”  

Gretta: "[A garden] doesn’t benefit you no more.  Everything is so high, it 
costs you so much to put one out...The seeds, and the fertilizer, and 
everything's so high… Unless you have a real good garden spot, it don't 
pay you… [seeds & starts] it's expensive.  And the fertilizer's expensive, 
too.” 

Terri:  "The seeds are expensive anymore, but in the long run, if they 
do good, you save money, but if you get a bad set of seeds… you 
loose money.”  

Other Reasons Why People Don’t Garden 



 13 (93%) “Geographic Access in Rural Areas”  

Carol: "With me being diabetic, I need vegetables, a lot of them... I can't get 
them without going all the way to Marion [an 18-mile/30-minute drive]." 

Closest grocery 
store (for most) 
12 - 30 miles or  
15 - 45 minutes 
away from home 

Food Access Challenges Confirmed 



For those unable to garden, stories 
from past experiences were used to 
explain the importance of gardening 
in containers 

Gardening Stories 

Past 
Experiences 

Made Container 
Gardening Meaningful 



7 (50%) “Self-Sufficiency with HFP”  

13 (93%) “HFP as a Source of Wellness”  

14 (100%) “Prefer Fresh, Local, and/or Homegrown Foods”  

7 (50%) “Environmental and Health Concerns”  

Ada: “Even if you lost your job, you could still eat.  Those cans and 
that garden, you won't go hungry.” 

Gretta:  "I love to garden, I love to see things grow."   

Donna:  “Fresh vegetables are just automatically better tasting.” 

Donna:  “We love to buy the locally grown food… If it's not locally 
grown and you buy it from away from here, you really don't know 
[what chemicals are used]… they [local farmers] don't use as much 
chemicals on them as they do away from here." 

Gardening & Established Values 



13 (93%) “Family Support Network”  

11 (79%) “Community HFP Network”  

14 (100%) “Food Gifting and Lifetime Reciprocity” 

11 (79%) “HFP is a Community Asset”  

Henry:  “That's about the way it is around here.  And our neighbors, if 
they don’t have something, we give it to them, you know.  Share, share, 
alike… That's the way it's supposed to be.” 

Terri: "I think it'd be good if more people had gardens.  Especially 
younger people, learn how to do it.  Cause there won’t be [anybody] to 
carry it on after us."  

Ada: “Anywhere there's gardens, there's going to be more food for 
people." 

Gardening & Established Values 



12 (86%) “Consume More Produce During Growing Season”  

14 (100%) “HFP Saves Money”  

Ada: "Yeah, it's more readily available, fresh produce… If 
it's growing in the garden… I'm going to go get it right then." 

Henry:  "You'll save 50 percent, easy, on vegetables.  You go 
buy them out of the grocery store, they're high.” 

Michelle: "It seems like everybody around here is having a 
hard time making ends-meet anymore.  And if they did a lot 
more gardening, it saves money."  

Gardening Can Impact Food Access & Diet 



Impacts of Container Gardening 

Food Security 
Dianne: "It's [the EarthBox®] helped me out sometimes when I just didn't 
have maybe a little extra funds to get an extra can of something, I could get 
that instead of using the cans I have in the cabinet… It's been essential.” 

Personal Wellbeing 
Gloria: “It's not a survival food source, but it's fun, and it adds to other 
things.” 

Carol: “It’s not a very big one, but… I’m tickled to death with that 
EarthBox®.” 

Gretta:  "I put it on the porch, I had got beans in it, I enjoyed them, but I put 
lettuce in it.  That's my favorite thing in the garden, is lettuce.  And that's what I 
like about the [Earth]Box®, I can do it on my porch, and I don't have to walk 
far, and I can sit down. So, it means a lot to have it.” 



Gloria: “I think for massive food 
production for a household, 
big raised beds... I think that 
way, you would probably produce 
more food than the little 
containers…  For apartment 
people… for people on 
walkers, their little containers 
are really cool, because it lets 
them do something on many 
levels.  But for actual volume of 
production, you don't get much.  
So, a combination [of offering 
raised beds and container 
gardens] would probably be 
very good.”  

Participant Suggestions & Ideas for EBP 

EBP 

Grow High-Dollar Crops in Containers 

Seek Donations for Gardening Supplies 

Use Community Centers/Hubs for 
Gardening Awareness/Outreach 

Partner with the Canning Factory in 
Hillsville 

Increase Food Production with Raised 
Beds for Able-bodied Folks 

Containers for Elders, New Gardeners, 
Time/Space Constraints, Mental Health 



Requests for Gardening Support 

Free and/or Low-cost Gardening 
Supplies 

Alternative HFP 
Education 

Support with 
Manual Labor 

Additional 
EarthBoxes 

Seeds Lumber Workshops Tilling Wheels Help with 
Limited Mobility 

Labeled Starts Containers Low-cost 
Gardening Options Putting up a Fence Watering System 

Works Well 

Soil Perennial Food 
Plants Gardening Club Constructing 

Raised Beds 
Wide for More 

Plants 

Fertilizer Tubes for Watering 
System 

Alternative 
Gardening Options 

Spring and Fall 
Garden 

Preparation 

Fencing Materials Community Seed 
Swaps 

Volunteer Groups 
to Help with 

Manual Labor 



Dianne:  “Somebody said, 
because I get food stamps, 
that you could take your food 
stamps and use those, you 
could turn them in, and for 
every one dollar, you get two 
dollars, or something.  I, I 
can't compute that… I just 
didn't understand how to 
do it [use the SNAP 
benefits-doubling program], 
so I never [attended the 
IFM].”  

Participant Suggestions & Ideas for IFM 

IFM 

Alternative Hours 

Education on SNAP Doubling 
Program 

Bulk Produce at Lower Cost 

Market Structure 

Higher Volume of Product 

Transportation to IFM 

Additional Vendors 

Advertise 



Insight through stories of past 
experiences reveals how gardening is 
situated within the lives of participants 

Container gardens allowed the 
continuation of a meaningful practice 

12 (86%) with “Interest in Future HFP”   

The Importance of Stories 



While original goal of impacting food security was not met, the 
EBP was successful in other ways: 

•  Impacted the mental well-being of elders through a 
connection to past experiences 

•  IFM and double-SNAP exposure 

•  Many inspired to expand gardens 
 through added containers or  
 raised beds in the future 

The EBP was successful! 



Dianne:  “I just love the program… I just love my 
EarthBox®, and I just hope we can keep on doing stuff 
with the EarthBox®… I hope everybody appreciates 
this as much as I do.  I cannot say enough about it, it's 
just terrific… It's this kind of thing that I need, and I'm 
glad that I had a chance to talk with you and share and let 
people know, hey, there are people that do care.”  

A Special EBP Appreciation 



•  Households have experienced the benefits of home 
gardening (food access, healthy eating, saving money, 
empowerment): Expanding garden programming by offering 
multiple options 

•  Interest in local foods exists: Offer alternative market hours 
or a mobile market for those who live farther away and 
already participate in roadside stands or other markets 

•  Aging population in Grayson County: Container gardening 
as a low-cost culturally-appropriate mental health social 
service program for elderly 

Recommendations 



Questions? 

Graduate Committee: 
Dr. Susan Clark, Chair 
Dr. Megan O’Rourke 
Dr. Anita Puckett 

EBP Organizers: 
Michelle Stamper 
Kathy Cole 
Tina Delp 
Michelle Pridgen 

Others: 
Emily Satterwhite 
Kim Niewolny 
Jenny Schwanke 
Stonecrop Farm 
Alex Hessler 
MFP Volunteers 

Thank you to… 


