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A healthy diet—one that includes a variety of fruits and vegetables,
whole grains and lower-fat dairy products and a limited intake of
added sugars and solid fats—helps to reduce the risk of obesity and
chronic disease.1 Yet, many families do not have access to healthy
affordable foods in their neighborhoods. This is especially true in
lower-income communities and communities of color where
convenience stories and fast-food restaurants are widespread but
supermarkets and farmers’ markets are scarce.2,3,4

Research shows that the availability of healthy foods in our
communities affects our health. People who live in neighborhoods with a supermarket or grocery store consume more fruits
and vegetables and have lower rates of obesity5,6 than those who have limited access to healthy affordable foods.7,8,9
Local governments can use their zoning authority to help encourage the development of supermarkets and other outlets that
sell nutritious, affordable foods within a community. Through its zoning powers, a municipality may, for example, explicitly
allow supermarkets and grocery stores; allow use of land or permits for farmers’ markets, mobile vendors, produce carts,
and/or community gardens; 10,11,12,13,14 or explicitly prohibit or regulate density of fast-food restaurants within certain areas.15,16
Explicitly including permitted uses for supermarkets and other healthy food outlets in local zoning regulations and ordinances
removes administrative barriers to establishing their use. If a zoning ordinance is silent on a specific type of use or needs to be
amended, property owners who wish to request a variance to the ordinance face a long, burdensome process.17,18 Other
strategies that can be used to control food access include allowing uses on a site-specific basis through conditional zoning,
encouraging development of healthy food retails through incentive zoning, or requiring fast food restaurants to provide a
minimum amount of healthy food options through performance zoning.16
This brief examines how likely children and teenagers younger than age 18 live in communities (e.g., municipalities and towns)
whose zoning ordinances permit a variety of food outlets and whether the permitted uses vary based on locale. We examined
the prevalence of the provisions based on race/ethnicity, region, and median household income but we did not find any
consistent patterns. The zoning ordinances were collected in 2010- 2012 from 468 catchments (hereafter referred to as
“communities”) made up of over 900 jurisdictions located in a nationally representative sample of public middle and high
school enrollment areas. The areas analyzed were based on middle and high school enrollment areas, but results in this brief
are representative of children and teenagers ages 0 to 17. The findings identify opportunities for strengthening local zoning
ordinances and provide guidance for local policymakers and community advocates who are working to increase access to
healthy foods.

Key Findings
Children were more likely to live in
communities with zoning
ordinances that permit traditional
food outlets such as
supermarkets, grocery stores,
convenience stores, fast food
restaurants, and retail stores than
specifically healthy food outlets,
such as farmers’ markets, fruit and
vegetable carts, and urban
agriculture (i.e., community
gardens) (see Figure 1).

Additionally, across the board, children living in rural areas were less likely to be exposed to zoning codes that permitted food
stores and other food outlets than children living in suburban/urban areas (see Figure 2).

Conclusions and Policy Implications
Children were more likely to live in communities that have zoning ordinances that permit the establishment of fast food
restaurants and general retail stores than ordinances that specifically permit supermarkets and fruit and vegetable stores.
Children were also less likely to live in communities with zoning ordinances that permit specific healthy food outlets such as
farmers’ markets, fruit and vegetable carts, and urban agriculture (i.e., community gardens), which are low-cost ways to
increase residents’ access to healthy foods. Children living in rural areas were less likely to live in areas with zoning codes that
permitted food outlets and other food stores than children in suburban/rural areas because the zoning codes in rural areas are
less comprehensive. Local governments have a number of policy options to help make healthy foods more accessible:
•

•

•
•
•
•

Local governments should review their existing zoning policies and ordinances and consider including permitted uses for
grocery stores and supermarkets, as well as for alternative food outlets, such as farmers’ markets, community gardens,
produce stands and mobile vending. Including permitted uses in local ordinances for these outlets removes administrative
barriers to establishing their use and protects their existence.12,13,15
State and local policymakers can implement programs that provide support for the purchase of wireless electronic benefit
transfer (EBT) devices at farmers’ markets to increase sales among EBT card users, including those who participate in
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants and Children (WIC). They also can require that all new farmers’ markets accept EBT cards to increase healthy
food access to low-income individuals.10
Local policymakers may consider adding specific language to their comprehensive plans to identify grocery stores as an
important consideration for developing and redeveloping neighborhoods.19
Municipalities may adopt ordinances that prevent property owners from restricting the future development of food stores
on their land. For example, Chicago, IL,20 and Madison, WI,21 adopted ordinances to prohibit restrictive covenants tied to
grocery stores to help increase residents’ access to food retailers.
Local government officials can encourage convenience store and bodega owners to provide affordable healthy options by
offering incentives.
Local governments can create incentive programs to attract supermarkets and grocery stores to underserved
neighborhoods through tax credits, grants and loan programs.18
2

Endnotes
1. U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7th ed. Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Office; 2010.
2. Beaulac J, Kristjansson E, Cummins S. A systematic review of food deserts, 1966-2007. Prev Chronic Dis 2009;6:A105.
3. Powell LM, Slater S, Mirtcheva D, Bao Y, Chaloupka FJ. Food store availability and neighborhood characteristics in the United States. Prev Med
2007;44:189-195.
4. Morland K, Wing S, Diez RA, Poole C. Neighborhood characteristics associated with the location of food stores and food service places. Am J Prev Med
2002;22:23-29.
5. Cummins S, Macintyre S. Food environments and obesity--neighbourhood or nation? Int J Epidemiol 2006;35:100-104.
6. Morland KB, Evenson KR. Obesity prevalence and the local food environment. Health & Place 2009;15:491-495.
7. Cummins S, Macintyre S. "Food deserts"--evidence and assumption in health policy making. BMJ 2002;325:436-438.
8. Inagami S, Cohen DA, Finch BK, Asch SM. You are where you shop: grocery store locations, weight, and neighborhoods. Am J Prev Med 2006;31:10-17.
9. Larson, N., Story, M., Nelson, M.C. “Bringing Healthy Foods Home: Examining Inequalities in Access to Food Stores;” 2008.
http://healthyeatingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/HER-Bringing-Healthy-Foods-Home_7-2008.pdf. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
10. ChangeLab Solutions. “From the Ground Up: Land Use Policies to Protect and Promote Farmers’ Market;” 2013.
http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/land-use-farmers-markets. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
11. ChangeLab Solutions. “Establishing Protections for Community Gardens: A Fact Sheet for Advocates;” 2009.
http://changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/CommunityGarden_FactSht_21041106.pdf. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
12. ChangeLab Solutions. “Healthy Mobile Vending Policies;” 2009. http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/mobile-vending-policies. Accessed: May 15,
2015.
13. ChangeLab Solutions. “Creating a Permit Program for Produce Cart Vendors;” 2010. http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/permit-produce-cartvendors. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
14. Tester JM, Yen IH, Laraia B. Using Mobile Fruit Vendors to Increase Access to Fresh
Fruit and Vegetables for Schoolchildren. Prev Chronic Dis 2012;9:110222. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5888/pcd9.110222
15. Prevention Institute. ENACT Local Policy Database; 2015. http://eatbettermovemore.org/sa/policies/about.php. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
16. Mair JS, Pierce MW, Teret SP. The use of zoning to restrict fast food outlets: a potential strategy to combat obesity. The Center for Law and the Public’s
Health at Johns Hopkins and Georgetown Universities. 2005 Oct.
17. American Planning Association. “Amending the Zoning Ordinance;” American Planning Association Planning Advisory Service Report Number 115. 1958.
18. ChangeLab Solutions “Getting to Grocery: Tools for Attracting Healthy Food Retail to Underserved Areas;” 2009.
http://changelabsolutions.org/publications/getting-grocery. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
19. ChangeLab Solutions “How to Create and Implement Healthy General Plans;” 2012.
http://www.changelabsolutions.org/sites/default/files/Healthy_General_Plans_Toolkit_Updated_20120517_0.pdf. Accessed May 15, 2015.
20. Chicago, IL Zoning Ordinance and Land Use Ordinance, Negative Use Restrictions Prohibited as Against Public Policy. §17-1-1004.
http://www.amlegal.com/nxt/gateway.dll/Illinois/chicagozoning/chicagozoningordinanceandlanduseordinanc?f=templates$fn=default.htm$3.0$vid=amlegal:chic
agozoning_il. Accessed: May 15, 2015.
21. Madison, WI Code of Ordinances. Negative Use Restrictions. §28.147.
http://library.municode.com/index.aspx?clientID=50000&stateID=49&statename=Wisconsin.
Accessed: May 15, 2015.

Suggested Citation: Thrun E, Chriqui JF, Chaloupka, FJ. Zoning for Healthy Food Access
Varies by Community Locale. A BTG Research Brief. Chicago, IL: Bridging the Gap Program,
Health Policy Center, Institute for Health Research and Policy, University of Illinois at Chicago;
2015.

For more on this Research Brief, contact:
Emily Thrun
Ethrun2@uic.edu
www.bridgingthegapresearch.org

Bridging the Gap is a nationally recognized research program of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation dedicated to improving the
understanding of how policies and environmental factors affect diet, physical activity and obesity among youth, as well as youth tobacco use.
For more information, visit www.bridgingthegapresearch.org and follow us on Twitter: @BTGresearch.

3

