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	 n June 2, 2020, the Santa Clara County 	
	 Board of Supervisors approved a referral 	
	 directing the County to develop a 
workplan for a comprehensive, system-wide 
Food Restaurants, Agriculture, and Health 
Access Initiative. The County of Santa Clara, 
Department of Agriculture and Environmental 
Management contracted with University of 
California Cooperative Extension (UCCE) to 
develop a workplan for this Initiative. This food 
system workplan is the outcome of the research 
and stakeholder engagement e�ort led by UCCE 
in partnership with County agencies. It provides 
a roadmap for the development of the County�s 
Food, Restaurants, Agriculture, and Health 
Access Initiative that will guide County actions 
towards creating a more resilient, equitable, and 
sustainable food system. 

While the regional food system involves a broad 
set of stakeholders, this workplan primarily 
focuses on the role of County government and 
actions it can take. However, we recognize that 
the County�s engagement in the food system 
takes place alongside and in partnership with the 
important and innovative work done by nonprofit 

organizations, businesses, city governments, and 
other food system stakeholders. Therefore, the 
workplan also includes opportunities for other 
stakeholders to strengthen linkages within the 
food system and advance food system goals. 
The goals and recommendations of the workplan 
reflect findings from our interviews with food 
system stakeholders, conversations with food 
system collaborative groups and a review of 
existing research. The workplan serves as a 
framework for coordinating the e�orts of diverse 
stakeholders and outlines seven areas where the 
County of Santa Clara can make progress towards 
building a food system that is more equitable, 
resilient, and sustainable.

WHY FOOD?
Food is central to all of our lives. At the individual 
level, food impacts each of us every day. More 
broadly, it is a critical component of public 
health, social equity, economy, environment, 
culture, and quality of life throughout Santa 
Clara County. The type of food that is available, 
di�erent communities� ability to access and 
a�ord it, its quality and cultural acceptability 
all contribute to county residents� health and 
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well-being. Food is also an economic engine, 
employing tens of thousands of people and 
generating sales in the billions. Food enterprises 
contribute to the unique character of urban 
areas, where they can also encourage inclusive 
community development and promote economic 
opportunity in historically marginalized 
communities.1 From an environmental 
standpoint, food production is a key feature of 
Santa Clara County�s landscape, where over one-
third of the land is farm or rangeland. Among the 
ecological services that the county�s rangeland, 
grazed by beef cattle, and farmland provide 
are flood water protection, open space, carbon 
storage, and habitat for several threatened and 
endangered species. Thus, food connects us to a 
web of other issues: the economy, housing, labor, 
climate, and environment.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused rapid and 
drastic shi�s in the food system, making it all 
too clear how essential, yet vulnerable our food 
infrastructure is�the resources, activities, and 
people that supply us with food.2 Early in the 
pandemic, some of the most visible challenges 
of the unfolding public health and economic 
crisis were in the food system.3 As many people 
found themselves suddenly out of work, food 
insecurity doubled. When eating outside the 
home plummeted, demand for groceries 
soared. Processors and distributors scrambled 
to repackage bulk food items as contracts with 
growers needed to be renegotiated. Shoppers 
had di�iculty finding staple food items because 

supply chains could not pivot rapidly enough 
to meet this massive shi� in demand. 
Farm workers and meat and poultry plant 
workers, deemed essential, experienced 
disproportionate rates of infection.4  

CENTERING EQUITY
At the heart of many of the challenges 
presented by the COVID-19 crisis are long-
standing inequities in our food system. 
Across the food supply chain, communities 
of color and low-income communities have 
disproportionately borne the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, compounding existing 
inequities.

Farmers: In California, and nationally, farmers 
of color �own less land, make less money, 
and receive less government support� than 
white farmers.5 In 2015, people of color made 
up 62 percent of California�s population, 
but 99 percent of farm laborers and only 21 
percent of farmers. 6 In Santa Clara County, 
Indigenous peoples�today represented by 
the Amah Mutsun Tribal Band and Muwekma 
Ohlone Tribe among others�were the region�s 
original land stewards and food producers. 
Subsequent to colonization, much of the 
county�s current agricultural industry was 
built by Japanese, Filipino, Italian, Portuguese, 
Chinese, and Mexican immigrants. Despite 
these origins, policies such as the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1892, the Alien Land Laws 
of 1913 & 1920, and the Internment Acts of 
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1942 have contributed to the dispossession and 
exclusion of people of color. The precarious 
situation of agricultural workers from Mexico and 
Central America, many of whom continue to face 
the threat of deportation, severely limits their 
economic opportunities, including the ability to 
start their own agricultural operations.7  

Food and farm workers: Nationally, an estimated 
one in six people work in the food industry: from 
farmworkers to meatpacking and processing 
workers to warehouse workers to restaurant and 
food retail workers. The majority of farmworkers 
and food workers are people of color, are 
paid low wages, and experience high levels of 
food insecurity.8 During the pandemic, farm 
workers and food system workers have been 
deemed essential, but they are among the most 
vulnerable. A study from UC Berkeley found 
that 13 percent of farmworkers in the Salinas 
Valley tested positive for COVID-19 between July 
and November 2020, compared to 5 percent of 

California�s population as a whole over the same 
time.9 The pandemic has also drawn attention 
to farmworkers� living and working conditions, 
which transmit COVID-19 easily. 

Food insecurity: An outcome of the structural 
inequities in the food system are poverty 
and food insecurity.10 When factoring in the 
percentage of income spent on housing, it 
is estimated that 1 in 5 Santa Clara County 
residents lives in poverty.11 Even before the 
pandemic, approximately 200,000 adults and 
children in Santa Clara County were food 
insecure.12 But the situation has worsened 
significantly since COVID. New CalFresh 
applications increased by 96 percent between 
March and April of 2020.13 For those hit hardest by 
the pandemic, Second Harvest of Silicon Valley 
has been another nutritional lifeline, serving 
500,000 people�double the usual number�
every month since the pandemic began.14 Results 
from a recent San Jose State University survey of 
Bay Area residents found a 63 percent increase 
in food insecurity, which disproportionately 
a�ected Latinos, households with children, and 
those experiencing job disruption. Moreover, 
existing disparities were exacerbated: among 
survey respondents, 39 percent of people of 
color said they were food insecure a�er the 
pandemic compared to 21 percent of white 
people. Latino respondents were more likely 
to report experiencing food insecurity a�er the 
pandemic (50%) than non-Latino households 
(30%). Households with children under 18 years 
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of age and those who had some form of job 
disruption�such as job loss, furlough or reduced 
work hours�were also more likely to experience 
food insecurity.15 

Communities that struggled with food 
insecurity before the pandemic are now the 
communities at increased risk of severe illness 
hospitalization and death from COVID. In Santa 
Clara County, East San Jose and Gilroy had the 
highest concentrations of poverty prior to the 
pandemic and have had the highest COVID-19 
infection rates. Diet-related conditions, which 
were America�s greatest public health challenge 
before COVID, disproportionately a�ect Black, 
Indigenous, and Latino communities, also 
making them more susceptible to contracting 
COVID-19 and experiencing negative outcomes.16  
Additionally, prior to the pandemic, people with 
disabilities were twice as likely to experience 
food insecurity as people without disabilities 
and people with disabilities have been shown to 
be disproportionately impacted by disasters.17 
Programs like Meals on Wheels, which has been 
providing more than 14,000 meals per week 
in San Jose to older adults who have di�iculty 
leaving home, are important services that help 
people with disabilities maintain their health, 
safety, dignity, and independence.18 While not 
explicitly stated throughout the workplan, our 
definition of equity includes people with access 
and functional needs .

To build a more resilient food system for the 

future, increasing equity throughout the food 
supply chain will be essential. As food system 
educator Shorlette Ammons extolls us, �Instead 
of simply recovering from those shocks and 
stresses,� we must also adapt, so that although 
we continue to experience disruptions, we ensure 
that �they don�t have the same adverse e�ect 
on those who take the biggest hit during these 
crises.�19

As defined by the State of California, �the �access 
and functional needs population� consists 
of individuals who have developmental or 
intellectual disabilities, physical disabilities, 
chronic conditions, injuries, limited 
English proficiency or who are non-English 
speaking, seniors, children, people living in 
institutionalized settings, or those who are 
low income, homeless, or transportation 
disadvantaged, including but not limited to, 
those who are dependent on public transit or 
those who are pregnant.�20

THE OPPORTUNITY
COVID-19 has drawn attention to the food system 
like never before, even though the problems the 
pandemic exposed are not new. The pandemic 
has thrown into sharp relief the risks to public 
health, the economy, and equity in the way our 
food system currently operates. This moment 
makes clear not only the urgency of meeting 
present needs, but also of reimagining our food 
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system, so it is more equitable, resilient, and 
sustainable for the future.21

County and city governments are well positioned 
to spearhead food system initiatives because, 
for several decades, the local level has been 
the epicenter of food system innovations and 
alternatives, which have been pioneered by 
local governments, nonprofits, businesses, 
and residents.  While the pandemic has shown 
the negative consequences of our current food 
system, local innovations prior to and in response 
to the pandemic also show opportunities 
to change course. These innovations and 
collaborations shine a light on the food system�s 
potential to be a lever for improved health 
outcomes, regional economic vitality, social 
justice, and environmental stewardship. Already, 
local farmers, ranchers, businesses, nonprofits, 
and residents are pivoting to fill the gaps that 
have emerged or widened during the pandemic. 
As the emergency food response during the 
pandemic has shown, local governments and 
their private and nonprofit partners can respond 
nimbly to changing food system conditions. With 
continued County leadership and committed 
coordination, the resilience, adaptability, and 
equity of local food systems can be further 
strengthened.22

THE VISION AND VALUES
This workplan envisions a resilient and equitable 
food system that supports the health and 
well-being of all residents, economic prosperity 

for communities throughout the county, and 
the stewardship of our natural and biological 
resources, while addressing a legacy of inequity 
and preparing for and mitigating long-term 
changes to our climate. 

In this vision: 
�	 All people have enough a�ordable, healthy, 

and culturally relevant food to meet their 
needs; 

�	 The needs, aspirations, and leadership of 
county residents, particularly those most 
negatively impacted by the current food 
system, are centered in policy, planning, 
and programming;

�	 Diverse food traditions are recognized as 
assets; 

�	 People working in the food system are fairly 
compensated and work in safe conditions;

�	 There are economic opportunities for small, 
independent food businesses as vehicles 
of wealth creation and prosperity for our 
neighborhoods and communities; 

�	 There are abundant opportunities to grow 
food throughout the county; 

�	 Aggregation, distribution, and processing 
infrastructure exists to connect small and 
mid-sized farm and food businesses with 
diverse markets and customers;

�	 Having integrated lessons from recent 
emergency food responses, Santa Clara 
County is more prepared for future 
disasters and moving toward longer-term 
food resilience.
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The following values guided the selection of 
the goals, recommendations, and strategies 
highlighted in this report:

Equity & Justice: A food system that 
counters systemic racial, economic, 
gender, and ability-based disparities, so 
all can participate, prosper, and reach 
their full health potential

Resilience: The ability to prepare for, 
withstand, and recover from a crisis 
or disruption, and to not return to the 
condition where the most vulnerable 
residents continue to bear the greatest risk 
and most impact from disasters

Food sovereignty: The right of people to 
healthy and culturally appropriate food 
produced through ecologically sound and 
sustainable methods, and their right to 
define their own food and agriculture 
systems

Ecological sustainability and climate 
mitigation: A food system that conserves 
the productivity of water, soil, and 
ecosystems and reduces negative/
harmful impacts to natural environment 
and human health






































































































































































