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This report, written by members of the organization Terry Student Researchers, classifies 17 public 

housing communities in Athens with respect to their relative risk of food insecurity. These 

classifications are whether a community is a food desert and food swamp, a food swamp, or 

neither. Additionally, we map various food bank locations to examine which communities are 

already receiving some form of aid, and which are at the highest risk and in need of additional 

resources from the Athens Clarke County Government. This report is meant to start a serious 

conversation among the local community on how the Athens community can aid areas in need. 

 

For any questions, comments, or concerns, please email terrystudentresearchers@gmail.com or 

visit www.terrystudentresearchers.com 

 
1 President of Terry Student Researchers (Fall 2020) 
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1. Purpose of Report 

 

The purpose of this report is to analyze the food insecurity status of the various housing 

authorities in Athens. We look at 17 different housing communities and compare their distances 

to several types of food classifications including grocery stores, supermarkets, food banks, 

convenience offerings, etc. We then created a geographical representation of the food insecurity 

status by mapping these locations and color coordinating them regarding their status. We hope 

this report will be used to allocate resources to combat food insecurity and be a key consideration 

in addressing nutritional inequality in Athens. 

 

 

2. Introduction 

 

The United States Department of Agriculture defines food insecurity as a lack of consistent access 

to food necessary to live an active, healthy life in which all nutritional needs are met.i When 

individuals are in a state of food insecurity and unable to have a healthy diet, it leads to various 

health problems including diabetes and hypertension. Food insecure individuals are also at higher 

risk for hospitalizations from illnesses.ii These health issues can be very expensive to treat, laboring 

additional costs on individuals and communities already most at risk. Within the Athens 

community, food insecurity continues to be an ongoing problem. 

 

Over the last decade, many programs combating food insecurity have been created in Athens. 

These include programs such as food banks, mobile fridges, and community fridges. However, 

large gaps in access to food still exist. In 2016, the food insecurity rate in Athens-Clarke county 

was 22%. This is about 25,000 individuals in Athens who are unsure where their next meal comes 

from or only have access to highly processed foods from convenience store locations.iii This is a 

major issue as it affects a significant portion of the population and produces various setbacks in 

their everyday life and performing daily tasks. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has uprooted traditional methods of combating food insecurity, leading 

to a rise in individuals who are classified as food insecure.iv This trend coincides with rising 

poverty rates in Athens due to the economic hardships imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

To understand this problem and present a visualization of the issue, we researched the food 

insecurity status of some of the most vulnerable communities in the Athens Area. We have outlined 

our findings in this report along with a geographical visualization of food deserts and food swamps 

in Athens. 

 

 

 



3. Food Systems Classifications 

 

There are two types of food insecurity classifications according to the United States Department 

of Agriculture: food deserts and food swamps.i We also disregard any population requirements to 

be a food desert or a food swamp, focusing instead on the actual communities. 

 

3.1 Food Deserts 

 

To classify as a food desert, both economic and geographical components need to be 

met. Economically, the community needs to be low income with a poverty rate equal to or 

exceeding 20% or a median family income at or below 80 percent of the statewide or metropolitan 

area median family income.i Given that we are only examining subsidized housing communities, 

these communities are classified as low-income.v 

 

Geographically, these communities need to be further than 1 mile away from a grocery store or 

supermarket. A grocery store or supermarket is considered a store that has at least $2 million in 

annual sales and contains all the major food departments.i This is critical because it is a proxy 

source for healthy and affordable food. As a note, the 1-mile geographical criteria is specifically 

for urban communities as rural communities have different geographical requirements.  

 

3.2 Food Swamps 

 

Food swamps are communities that have a high density of establishments that sell high-calorie fast 

food and junk food relative to healthier food options. For purposes of this paper, we classify a 

community as a Food Swamp if they have 1 healthy option for every 4+ fast food locations within 

a 1-mile radius of the community.vi 

 

 

4. Food Systems Implications 

 

Food deserts are detrimental as these communities do not have readily available access to 

nutritious food, thus propelling a series of health implications and impacting their daily life. While 

individuals in these communities may have access to transportation, the affordability of 

transportation methods can be a large deterrent to traveling further distances to buy more healthy 

food when there is a convenience factor of buying fast food in a closer location. According to a 

national analysis, about 44% of HUD-assisted properties are unaffordable as they spend on average 

more than 15% of households’ income on transportation.vii 

 

Food swamps can exacerbate the issue posed by food deserts and play a role in perpetuating 

significant health problems. As they are areas with a high density of high-calorie fast food and 

junk food, community members are more compelled to eat fast food and junk food since they are 

closer and more convenient. The establishments in food swamps do not offer adequate nutrition 

and create various health issues for those who eat at these places for long periods of time.viii 



5. Public Housing Communities 

 

In this report, we examine 17 Athens Housing Authority (AHA) public housing communities and 

classify each one as either a food desert, food swamp, or neither.ix 

 

To live in these public housing communities, residents need to qualify according to a set of 

standards. These standards include: 1) specified annual gross income, 2) whether you qualify as 

elderly, a person with a disability, or a family, and 3) citizenship status or immigration status. The 

annual gross income amount is 80% of the median income for the county. Currently, this 

qualification amount is at or below around 50 thousand dollars for Clarke County.v For this report, 

these communities fulfill the income requirements to be classified as food deserts or food swamps. 

 

The public housing community, the community number we have assigned them, and available 

information about their number of residents is recorded in the table below. 

 

Community Name Community # # of Residents 

Parkview Homes 1 299 

Broadacres Homes 2 286 

Parkview Extension 3 265 

Rocksprings Homes 4 375 

Hancock Apartments 5 N/A 

Hill & Chase St. Apts. 6 N/A 

Herman & Vine St. Apts. 7 N/A 

Vine/Arch St. Apts. 8 N/A 

Dublin/E. Broad St. Apts. 9 N/A 

Athens/Atlanta Ave. Apts. 10 N/A 

Jack R. Wells Homes 11 N/A 

Vine Circle Apts. 12 N/A 

Nellie B. Homes 13 583 

College & Hoyt St. Apts. 14 154 

Jessie B. Denney Tower 15 115 

Bonnie Lane Apts. 16 106 

Towne View Place 17 393 

 

 

 



6. Methodology 

 

To establish which of our communities met the criteria of being a food desert or food swamp, we 

created a spreadsheet that listed each community and its proximity to supermarkets and large 

grocery stores using Google Maps.x We then recorded their distance away from small grocery 

stores, food banks, and co-ops.  

 

Given our concerns regarding spending too much on transportation, we wanted to limit the 

transportation costs for the residents. As such, we used the walking option on Google Maps to 

record the 1-mile distance. The proximity and number of supermarkets, small grocery stores, dollar 

stores, fast food restaurants, convenience stores were recorded for each of the public housing 

communities. 

 

A list of all the grocery and supermarket stores, food bank/Co-Ops, and dollar stores we analyzed 

is below: 

 

Supermarkets Small Grocery Stores Food Bank/Co-Ops Dollar Stores 

Kroger Fooks Foods Daily Groceries Co-Op Dollar Tree 

Walmart Bell's Food Campus Kitchen Dollar General 

Neighborhood Walmart Orient Mart Oconee Heights Church Family Dollar 

Publix  Ebenenezer  

Fresh Market  Athens Emergency FB  

DT Target  Sparrow's Nest  

Earth Fare    

ALDI    

Piggly Wiggly    

    
To view the list of all the fast-food restaurants and convenience store locations and their relative 

distance to the different community centers, view Exhibit 1 and Exhibit 2 in the appendix. To 

view distances between the grocery and supermarket stores, food bank/Co-Ops, and dollar stores 

to the individual housing communities, view Exhibit 3, Exhibit 4, Exhibit 5, and Exhibit 6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
Map of Public Housing Communities Coded by Food Insecurity Status 



7. Results 

 

In the map above, we analyzed 17 public housing communities and plotted whether they were a 

food desert and food swamp, food swamp, or neither food desert nor food swamp. We found that 

9 of these communities (53%) are classified as both food deserts and food swamps, 7 of these 

communities (41%) are classified as just food swamps, and 1 of these communities (6%) is 

classified as neither a food desert nor a food swamp. Our research demonstrates that most of the 

public housing communities are very exposed to food insecurity. 

 

The recent opening of the Target downtown on 127 East Broad Street has led to communities 1, 

3, 7, 12, 14, and 15 being reclassified from food deserts to food swamps. However, it is on the 

outer edges for two of these communities, like community 7 (0.9 miles away), community 12 (1 

mile away). These would otherwise be classified as food deserts if it were not for this Target. 

However, while the downtown Target offers a limited grocery selection, most food sources in this 

area are still fast-food or convenience stores in downtown and the surrounding area. Thus, these 

areas are heavily saturated food swamps. 

 

An interesting trend is that the further a public housing community is from the downtown area, the 

more like it is that they are a food desert. This is because there are no grocery stores in these areas 

without the Downtown Athens Target. This group includes communities 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 13, 

and 17 which are all food deserts. 

 

Community 11 is the only community that is neither a food desert nor a food swamp. It is close to 

2 supermarkets, 1 dollar store, 5 fast-food restaurants, and 1 convenience store. Kroger on Alps 

Road is 0.9 miles away in walking distance from Kroger. This is still a 19-minute walk with limited 

access to transportation on the way back with groceries. It is also 0.9 miles away from Fresh 

Market, however, given that The Fresh Market is one of the most expensive grocery store chains 

in the United States, it may price out some of the residents of the public housing community. 

 

It is important to note that distance does not necessarily mean access and convenience. If there is 

a grocery store that is under a mile away, but there are an array of convenience stores and fast-

food restaurants equal or lesser distance away (such is the case for community 3), the grocery store 

may be swamped out by the other food offerings. 

 

We have also mapped the locations of various food banks in Athens. This helps determine where 

some needs are already being met and an attempt is being made to alleviate food insecurity. It 

also helps us pinpoint communities that are at extreme risk if they are both a food desert, food 

swamp, and do not have ready access to a food bank location. Such is the case for communities 

8, 9, and 13. 

 

 

 



8. Current Programs Available  

 

While looking at the results of our food insecurity map, it is important to also examine the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) availability to members of the Athens 

community. These include programs like SNAP, food banks, mobile pantries, and food fridges.  

 

SNAP is a government-funded program that informs low-income qualifying residents about 

nutrition and how to be resourceful with their food dollars. The SNAP program partnered with the 

Farmers Market to provide the Food As Real Medicine Rx Program (FARM Rx). Through this 

program, participants are provided with local produce.xi  

 

Food banks supply Athens families with groceries and meals. The food banks available in Athens 

include the Food Bank of Northeast Georgia and the Athens Emergency Food Bank.xi 

 

Mobile Pantries are truckloads of fresh food that change locations and can feed hundreds of 

families. It eliminates the need for food storage making fresh foods more accessible.xii 

 

Lastly, the Food Fridge is a community fridge located in Athens. The fridge is stocked with foods 

for anyone who is struggling with food insecurity to use.xiii 

 

 

9. Conclusion 

 

This report was written to provide greater insight into the food insecurity issues affecting public 

housing residents in Athens. We hope that the findings of this report assist in resource allocation 

decisions to ensure help is being directed toward the communities most in need. Terry Student 

Researchers is not a policy organization; thus, we hesitate to provide any direct proposals or 

recommendations on how to address this issue. However, we have derived several insights from 

our research and documentation. 

 

Given the prevalence of food deserts on the peripheries of central Athens, we recommend focusing 

strongly on these communities since they are most at risk for food insecurity. They lack access to 

nutritious foods that are typically found in affordable grocery stores and are primarily surrounded 

by establishments that offer more processed and unhealthy food options. 

 

Communities 8, 9, and 13 are at the most risk given that they are not only in food deserts but also 

not within a mile of food banks or co-ops. Given that they are all clustered together in Eastern 

Athens if a single additional resource was added to the area, it could alleviate food insecurity for 

all three communities. 

 

 

 



10. Appendix 

 

 
Exhibit 1: This table displays the distances in miles between a public housing community and 

the fast-food restaurants within a 1-mile radius of the community. 



 
Exhibit 2: This table displays the distances in miles between a public housing community and 

the convenience store locations within a 1-mile radius of the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Exhibit 3: This table displays the distances in miles between a public housing community and 

Athens supermarkets. 

 

               

Exhibit 4: This table displays the distances            Exhibit 5: This table displays the distances 

in miles between a public housing community        in miles between a public housing community 

and Athens supermarkets.                          and Athens dollar stores. 

 

 
Exhibit 6: This table displays the distances in miles between a public housing community and 

nearby food banks and co-ops in the Athens community. 
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