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Executive  
Summary
Ag Innovations assessed food distribution gaps and opportunities with 
several County of Sonoma departments and community-based organizations. 
This report summarizes the challenges and opportunities, including 
perspectives from people experiencing food insecurity, specific vulnerable 
populations, and food providers. It also provides recommendations to the 
Sonoma County Board of Supervisors. 

Through background research, interviews, and focus group interviews, we learned that 
people experiencing food insecurity believe that while a wide range of food assistance 
options exist, aspects of the government safety net could improve. They spoke about 
the opportunities to improve food choices, including higher quality and fresher food, 
protein, and prepared meals. Food providers shared that collaboration between food 
providers was to be celebrated and built upon. However, they also had challenges 
in providing the convenient, accessible, diverse food distribution that they know is 
needed. They also discussed the trickle-down effect of inconsistent, inflexible funding. 

People experiencing food 
insecurity believe that 
while a wide range of food 
assistance options exist, 
aspects of the government 
safety net could improve. 
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Assessment participants had many recommendations to improve 
food distribution. We found that the county has an opportunity and 
strong community support to lead Sonoma County food and nutrition 
security responses collaboratively. Many people in our study praised 
the County of Sonoma's leadership and resources to address food and 
nutrition needs. People urged the county to lead the response and 
to work collaboratively throughout the county. To ensure Sonoma 
County leadership, study respondents recommended the county 
hire and retain staff across the departments to provide direction and 
coordination on food and nutrition programs. People did not want the 
county to own nutrition security as a sole priority of the county but to 
support all the organizations in serving more effectively.

People recommended integrating food and nutrition security into the 
county’s strategic plan and Sonoma County General Plan. Incorporating 
the goals and programs would provide institutional support to lead 
across the county. Many people also encouraged the county to convene 
community-based groups and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
to share lessons, maintain momentum, and measure success. Measuring 
success was another area where people called for county leadership.

Our respondents also recommended that the county and the NGOs 
work together to assess and share best practices and measure success. 
Our research found that community organizations want to learn from 
each other and respect the knowledge of their clients. Organizations 
want to respond to community needs and preferences. This report 
includes many suggestions and quotes that should reinforce and 
increase the helpful practices of food distribution that are already 
happening in Sonoma County.

Finally, everyone urged the county to address access to and the 
efficiency of safety net programs. These programs struggle with 
onerous regulations, but they are fundamental to addressing child 
and adult nutrition. 

We found that 
the county has 
an opportunity 
and strong 
community 
support to 
lead Sonoma 
County food 
and nutrition 
security 
responses 
collaboratively.
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Terminology
Food system resilience: 

The “capacity over time of a food system and its units at multiple levels, to provide 
sufficient, appropriate and accessible food to all, in the face of various and even 
unforeseen disturbances.” (Tendall DM, Joerin J, Kopainsky B, Edwards P, Shreck A, et al. 
2015. Food system resilience: defining the concept. Glob. Food Secur. 6:17–23)

Food security:
	● “Food security means access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, 

healthy life.” (U.S. Department of Agriculture, https://ers.usda.gov/topics/food-
nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/)

	● Food security is a continuum (Sonoma Valley Food Security Assessment, https://
static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e745
01c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf): 

High food insecurity: 

Sometimes or often not having enough to eat

	● Marginal food insecurity: quality, variety, and desirability of food is reduced; anxiety 
over accessing adequate food

	● No food insecurity: no issues for consistently accessing adequate and usable food
	○ It can be a temporary situation or a chronic one.

Nutrition security: 

“Nutrition security means all Americans have consistent and equitable access to healthy, 
safe, affordable foods essential to optimal health and well-being.” More specifically, it 
means “consistent access, availability, and affordability of foods and beverages that 
promote well-being, prevent disease, and, if needed, treat disease, particularly among 
racial/ethnic minorities, lower income, and rural and remote populations including Tribal 
communities and Insular areas.” It recognizes “that structural inequities make it hard for 
many people to eat healthy and be physically active; and emphasizes taking an equity lens 
to our efforts.” (U.S. Department of Agriculture, https://www.usda.gov/nutrition-security)

Food distribution: 

Food and other nutrition assistance to children, low-income families, people struggling 
with acute and chronic illness, emergency feeding programs, Indian reservations, and 
older people. (U.S. Department of Agriculture, https://www.usda.gov/topics/food-and-
nutrition/food-distribution)

https://ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/
https://ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/nutrition-security
https://www.usda.gov/topics/food-and-nutrition/food-distribution
https://www.usda.gov/topics/food-and-nutrition/food-distribution
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Vulnerability to household food insecurity: 

“Vulnerability says something about the level of risk for households or communities 
concerning threats to their lives and livelihood” (How to conduct a food security 
assessment, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, https://
www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/fs-assessment.pdf) 

	● Vulnerability to household food insecurity is a measure of risk as a result of 
threats over which the household has no control:

	○ The individual cannot change a community's underlying vulnerabilities related 
to climate and poverty.

	○ External hazards affecting the community over which they have no control 
include drought, flood, and political upheaval.
The internal capacity of the household/community to cope with a situation of 
food insecurity is related to a household’s or community’s resources, skills, 
and networks that allow them to overcome a difficult situation. The internal 
capacity is present in all households. Some households may be able to cope 
with some hazards better than others. Some households may be consistently 
exposed to hazards or face long-lasting disease in the family and therefore 
lose their capacity to cope, over time.” (How to conduct a food security 
assessment, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 
https://www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/fs-assessment.pdf)

The individual 
cannot change 
a community's 
underlying 
vulnerabilities 
related to climate 
and poverty.

https://www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/fs-assessment.pdf
https://www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/fs-assessment.pdf
https://www.fsnnetwork.org/sites/default/files/fs-assessment.pdf
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Context and Background

Sonoma County is in Northern California, 30 miles north of San Francisco. 
It is a large urban and rural county encompassing 1,575 square miles. It is 
characterized by small towns, several metropolitan areas, vineyards, and 
other agriculture.1 In 2024, 480,955 people lived in Sonoma County. The 
population in Sonoma County has decreased by 4 percent since 2016. The 
population has declined for three reasons: slightly falling birth rates, slightly 
increasing death rates, and out-migration. The main reason for out-migration 
is the lack of affordability. Housing affordability in Sonoma County has forced 
many residents to relocate to lower-cost regions in the state.2

Over the last 20 years, Sonoma County has experienced significant wildfires,3 high 
winds causing multiple power shutoffs, and significant floods in 2017, 2019, and 2023. 
Also, over 485,000 Sonoma County residents were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
from March 2020 through February 2023.4

1	 Geography, Demographics, and Socio-Economic Data, Sonoma County, https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-
and-human-services/health-services/about-us/demographics, accessed September 13, 2024

2	 Sonoma County Economic Development Board, 2024 Demographics, https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/
Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20Annual%20Demographics%20
FINAL%20ADA.pdf accessed September 15, 2024

3	 These included the Valley Fire in 2015; Nuns, Pocket, and Tubbs Fires in 2017; Kincade Fire in 2019; Glass Fire in 
2020; and LNU Lightning Complex fires in 2020. 

4	 County of Sonoma, Department of Health Services, Covid-19 Information, https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/
health-and-human-services/health-services/divisions/public-health/disease-control/covid-19-data-and-re-
sources, accessed September 15, 2024

Chapter 1:

Introduction

https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-and-human-services/health-services/about-us/demographics
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-and-human-services/health-services/about-us/demographics
https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20Annual%20Demographics%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20Annual%20Demographics%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20Annual%20Demographics%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-and-human-services/health-services/divisions/public-health/disease-control/covid-19-data-and-resources
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-and-human-services/health-services/divisions/public-health/disease-control/covid-19-data-and-resources
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-and-human-services/health-services/divisions/public-health/disease-control/covid-19-data-and-resources
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These emergencies and disasters have directly 
affected residents' access to sufficient safe and 
nutritious food. Furthermore, disasters like 
these indirectly impact residents’ access to food 
through lost wages, employment, and housing.

After unprecedented investments by the County of Sonoma in supporting 
food needs during the pandemic and disasters, in June 2022, the Sonoma 
County Board of Supervisors began discussing the need for a countywide 
assessment and response to ongoing and emergency food distribution needs. 
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Purpose and Objectives
In June 2023, the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors directed the Department of Human 
Services to conduct a Food Distribution System Assessment to understand organizational 
capacity across Sonoma County to meet chronic food insecurity needs and to identify 
needs and opportunities for additional financial support. The Department of Human 
Services contracted with Ag Innovations to conduct the study. The goal of this Assessment 
was to identify gaps through a thorough, representative process that gathers data for 
needs not being met by safety net services.

Ag Innovations focused on two objectives: 

Ag Innovations began the Food Distribution System Assessment in December 2023. Ag 
Innovations interviewed several Sonoma County supervisors and their staff in January 2024. 
We also conducted four orientation interviews with Sonoma County expert individuals 
to plan the Assessment approach. These orientation calls refined our approach to the 
Assessment. We also held six virtual meetings with a County Advisory Group and two 
with an Expert Advisors Group. Most importantly, we have focused on learning from the 
organizations distributing food and from county residents most affected by food insecurity 
via interviews and focus groups. We offer more information on our approach in Chapter 2.

Ag Innovations focused the Assessment on gaps in services and unmet needs. 

Identify gaps in services and unmet needs.

Make recommendations that could improve the distribution 
of food and nutrition resources more efficiently.

1

2
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We developed our approach to provide clear recommendations to the Sonoma 
County Board of Supervisors to improve resource distribution efficiency for 
food and nutrition programs serving Sonoma County residents.

Ag Innovations created a project team with members from Ag Innovations, UC 
Cooperative Extension, and the County of Sonoma Human Services Department. The 
project team was responsible for supporting and guiding the development of each aspect 
of the Assessment process (Assessment approach, focus groups, interviews, Assessment), 
reviewing and giving feedback on project deliverables, and supporting the management 
and facilitation of the County Advisory Group. 

Throughout this process, Ag Innovations and the project team worked to maintain a clear 
and intentional equity lens. Focusing on equity recognizes that each person has different 
circumstances; since we do not all start from the same place, fairness, and justice require 
us to acknowledge and make adjustments to remedy imbalances. We developed an 
equity screen to help guide project implementation and ensure the project aligned with 
the Sonoma County Office of Equity’s Vision, Mission, and Values. The equity screen was 
effective in supporting us in adapting the design of the project as we proceeded. We 
listened intently to our advisors throughout the project, changing our approach to reflect 
their advice, improving our process, and building feedback into every project step. Using 
this equity lens, our advisors and partners fundamentally changed our approach to focus 
groups and reinforced our commitment to providing stipends to participate in the project.  

Chapter 2:

Approach

Throughout this process, 
Ag Innovations and the 
project team worked to 
maintain a clear and 
intentional equity lens.
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The following screening questions5 guided our activities: 

Representation: 
	▶ How does food security impact diverse demographic groups differently 

in Sonoma County? The following intersectional identities, including race, 
ethnicity, gender, class, and age, were considered:

5	 Sources for these questions include the REACH Equity Screen for Content Creators (https://nonprofitaf.
com/2019/08/content-creators-heres-an-equity-screen-to-use-as-you-work-on-your-next-blog-post-
book-podcast-or-video/); the MIT CoLab Equity Screen (https://web.mit.edu/colab/pdf/papers/CoLab_Eq-
uity_Screen.pdf);  and the Racial Equity Toolkit from Government Alliance on Race and Equity (https://
sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Administrative%20Support%20%26%20Fiscal%20Ser-
vices/CAO/Documents/Racial-Equity-Toolkit.pdf) 

We used several methods to gather and analyze information 
and to develop recommendations, including:

	● Creating two expert advisory groups to develop our approach, review preliminary findings, 
and inform recommendations,

	● Performing a literature review to understand the context and other food distribution 
studies,

	● Conducting six initial interviews with key informants, including providers and other 
knowledgeable stakeholders, to inform our approach, 

	● Interviews of 25 food distribution providers, and
	● Developing five focus groups, including four focus groups with people experiencing food 

insecurity and one focus group with frontline care workers with direct experience helping 
clients navigate the food distribution system. 

Each of these methods is outlined in further detail below. 

	○ African American, Indigenous, 
People of Color (BIPOC)

	○ Women
	○ Immigrants, Refugees
	○ Undocumented people 
	○ People with disabilities, visible 

and invisible 
	○ LGBQTIA+ individuals 
	○ Low-income people and families 
	○ Older adults 
	○ Children, youth, and young adults

	○ People of different religions
	○ Families with young children 
	○ Caregivers
	○ Rural communities 
	○ Farmworkers and food system 

workers
	○ People with limited formal 

education, limited literacy, or 
non-English speakers 

	○ Unhoused population

Q

https://nonprofitaf.com/2019/08/content-creators-heres-an-equity-screen-to-use-as-you-work-on-your-next-blog-post-book-podcast-or-video/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2019/08/content-creators-heres-an-equity-screen-to-use-as-you-work-on-your-next-blog-post-book-podcast-or-video/
https://nonprofitaf.com/2019/08/content-creators-heres-an-equity-screen-to-use-as-you-work-on-your-next-blog-post-book-podcast-or-video/
https://web.mit.edu/colab/pdf/papers/CoLab_Equity_Screen.pdf
https://web.mit.edu/colab/pdf/papers/CoLab_Equity_Screen.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Administrative%20Support%20%26%20Fiscal%20Services/CAO/Documents/Racial-Equity-Toolkit.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Administrative%20Support%20%26%20Fiscal%20Services/CAO/Documents/Racial-Equity-Toolkit.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Administrative%20Support%20%26%20Fiscal%20Services/CAO/Documents/Racial-Equity-Toolkit.pdf
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	▶ Are community voices and perspectives—particularly individuals and 
organizations most impacted—represented appropriately in the assessment, 
design, and recommendations? Who else should be at the table? What other 
actions can we take to ensure the inclusion of a broad range of perspectives 
and engagement?

	▶ How do we design spaces with everyone in mind? Is the design of the focus 
groups culturally appropriate?

	▶ How do we create an environment where stakeholders can quickly and 
confidently share their experiences and insights?

	▶ The guiding principle for recommendations is: How do we ensure county funding 
is directly informed by the communities most impacted by food insecurity?

Accessibility: 
	▶ Are the assessment process and all materials accessible to everyone? 

(consider descriptions/alt-text on images; sufficient contrast in terms of 
text and background; sufficient font sizes; accessible language; accessible 
technology; acronyms are spelled out; more tips on making content accessible. 
Credit: Vu Le)

	▶ Compensation: Are impacted community participants equitably compensated 
for their time and expertise?

	▶ Harm reduction: Is our content or process unintentionally causing harm?

	▶ Are the examples we use reinforcing stereotypes or making over-
generalizations?

	▶ Is the language we use reinforcing gender binaries, such as using “he or she” 
when you could just use “they”?

	▶ Are we reinforcing the stigma against poor people?

Team protocol: 

The project team reflected monthly, addressing:

	▶ How did we do as a team in the areas outlined above?

	▶ What did we learn?

	▶ How can we do better?

	▶ What biases and assumptions might we be bringing?

	▶ How do our power, privilege, and positionality impact our process or outcomes?

Q
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Advisory Bodies:  
County Advisory Group and Expert Advisors
We created two advisory groups to guide the project design and the Food Distribution 
System Assessment content. These advisory structures ensured that the Assessment built 
on historical efforts, leveraged existing available data, centered equity, and maximized 
broader relevance and impact. Both advisory groups were consultative, not decision-making 
bodies. Food distribution experts helped ensure that the Assessment aligns with and 
equitably supports the field and avoids unintended impacts.

County Advisory Group

The County Advisory Group was hosted by the UC Cooperative Extension Office of 
Sonoma County and facilitated by Ag Innovations. The County Advisory group helped: 

	● Ensure the Assessment is built on historical efforts and other assessments,
	● Leverage relevant information and
	● Maximize the broader relevance and impact of the Assessment. 

The County Advisory Group included representatives from County agencies and 
departments, including:

	● The Office of Equity;
	● The Department of Human Services, including its Divisions of Economic Assistance, 

Adult and Aging, and Planning, Research, Evaluation and Engagement (PREE);
	● The Department of Health Services, through its Divisions of Homelessness Services  

and Public Health and 
	● The Redwood Empire Food Bank Sonoma County's primary emergency food provision 

organization. 

The UC Cooperative Extension office hosted six 60 to 90-minute meetings with the County 
Advisory Group. Ag Innovations provided an agenda and materials for the County Advisory 
Group to review before the meetings to ensure we received their most informed ideas.

The first meeting of the County Advisory Group helped ensure a commitment to use the 
equity lens and work plan. Over the next five meetings, the County Advisory Group:

	● Provided access, where possible, to existing research and data sources; 
	● Reviewed our proposed information collection methods and protocols; 
	● Introduced us to individuals for key informant interviews;
	● Helped identify community-based organizations for interviews; 
	● Helped us select organizations for focus groups;
	● Provided institutional knowledge and historical context, and
	● Reviewed initial draft findings and provided comments.
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Expert Advisors Group
Ag Innovations convened the Expert Advisors Group to provide input early into the study, 
including helping ensure that the approach addressed racial and broader social equity 
and ensuring that we included people experiencing food and nutrition insecurity in the 
Assessment most respectfully. In addition, the group provided feedback on the emerging 
Assessment following the focus group interviews and expert interviews. The Expert 
Advisors included people with direct food distribution experience and deep insight into 
communities experiencing disproportionate food insecurity. The Expert Advisors met 
twice throughout the project. They received stipends for their support of this process.

We selected the Expert Advisors using the following criteria: 
	● Knowledge about one or more topics: food insecurity, safety net food programs, and 

health equity;
	● Knowledge of past food insecurity and hunger assessments in Sonoma County and 

familiarity with relevant data sources to inform this assessment;
	● Ability to work collaboratively towards expected outcomes and deliverables in a 

timely way;
	● Availability to commit the appropriate time to the process; 
	● Self-awareness of biases and
	● Ability to maintain transparency about potential professional conflicts of interest.

In addition to these guiding criteria for individuals, the project team selected a group with 
expertise covering a loose cross-section of Sonoma County geographies and populations 
experiencing disproportionate rates of food insecurity. This included BIPOC communities, 
in alignment with the project’s stated goal to address the intersection of food insecurity 
and racial justice.

Information and Literature Review
The literature review provides a snapshot of the current knowledge of food security and 
trends in Sonoma County. Ag Innovations used information from our review of Sonoma 
County trends to guide our interview plan and focus group design. The background 
reviewed county demographic and economic data. It also includes an informal literature 
review on food security issues and programs. 

Questions that guided the literature review: 
	● What do we know about current levels of food insecurity in Sonoma County?
	● What are noteworthy trends?
	● What demographics are most impacted (who, where, and why)?
	● What external events influence food distribution trends?
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Key Informational Interviews

Ag Innovations held six informational interviews with a cross-section of leaders in the 
food distribution space in Sonoma County to inform the project's design. This included 
establishing a set of criteria to guide the selection of interviewees. We included insights 
from their findings in our interviews, as they were relevant.

Interviews with Food Provider Organizations

For the Assessment, we interviewed 25 food provider organizations. Interviews focused 
on identifying strengths and challenges in the food distribution system. We also explored 
opportunities to close gaps and improve coordination. We focused on learning from 
diverse representatives to gain insight into distribution channels and populations served.

Identifying Interviewees
With our informational interviews and input from our advisory groups, we developed 
criteria to guide our interviewee selection. These criteria included selecting a group of 
people that embodied:

	● Direct experience with food distribution in Sonoma County; 
	● Representation across the five district supervisors’ districts; 
	● Representation across established and emergency food distribution channels and 

Strong representation from those working in/with populations most impacted by 
food insecurity.  

The project team developed an initial list of interviewees and revised it with the input of 
our Expert Advisors and the County Advisory Group.  

Recruiting Interviewees
Ag Innovations understood that food provider organizations are busy and may need help 
prioritizing our interview request. To recruit interviewees, we first sent an email explaining 
the project, the importance of the Assessment, and how participating could benefit their 
organization. The email also provided information about confidentiality. If candidates 
did not respond, Ag Innovations followed up with emails and a phone call, reiterating the 
project goals. We selected an alternate representing a similar food provision approach, 
region, and identity group in just a few cases. 
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Interview Approach
We scheduled each interview for one hour. We began each interview by reiterating the 
project goal and importance and stressing confidentiality. We used an interview protocol 
to gather consistent information from different perspectives. We recorded each interview 
(with permission) to analyze it carefully. The recordings were transcribed for analysis. The 
interview protocol can be found in Appendix D.

Our questions were designed to elicit stories and information about:
	● What is working well in the food distribution system; 
	● Unmet food and nutrition security needs; 
	● What the food distribution system could and should look like in the future; 
	● What challenges does the county need to overcome to improve the system; 
	● What opportunities exist to be taken advantage of;
	● Differences in services in county regions;
	● Additional data on food insecurity in Sonoma County, and
	● Recommendations for county support for food and nutrition security.

Interview Analysis
Each transcribed interview was coded for analysis. We developed our codes inductively 
from the interview transcripts. As we saw answers to questions, we coded excerpts with 
codes we created as we read the section. For example, as we read a section, we would 
notice “this person routinely comes to our center,” and we would code it as demographic 
information. We might go back later and code the section again as characteristics of food 
insecurity. We used a data analysis program called Dedoose, which allows multiple codes 
and several people to code the data. Codes are included in Appendix D. 

After the transcripts were coded, we analyzed the information, looking for themes, 
differences based on interviewees' origin, and patterns illustrating opportunities. We 
reviewed these themes with the County Advisory Group and the Expert Advisors.

Focusing on equity recognizes 
that each person has different 
circumstances; fairness, and 
justice require us to acknowledge 
and make adjustments to 
remedy imbalances.
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Focus Groups 
While the interviews focused on organizations that distributed food, the focus groups 
were designed to understand local food insecurity and food recipient needs. The focus 
groups provided rich data from participants' experiences, described in their preferred 
language. They offered insights into the experiences and perspectives of people 
experiencing food insecurity and elicited discussion on specific food distribution 
successes, challenges, and opportunities in Sonoma County.

Focus Groups Demographics
	● Total number of participants: 37
	● Number of participants who shared their demographic data: 26
	● Representation included Districts 1, 3, 4 and 5. 

About District 2: We interviewed several food providers from District 2, but due 
to where our community-based partners (CBOs) were based, there were no focus 
group participants from District 2.

Summary of data based on survey results:
	● Ethnic/racial identity: 

	○ Latinx/Hispanic: 13
	○ African American: 7
	○ White: 3
	○ Native American: 1
	○ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander: 0
	○ Mixed race: 2

	● Older adults (64+): 6
	● Transitional youth: 0
	● Disabled: 2

	○ Unhoused/experiencing homelessness: 2
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Identifying Participants
The Project Team decided initially to organize focus groups regionally, holding one 
focus group in each of the district supervisors’ districts. However, in our orientation 
calls, informants advised us we would glean more robust information in more culturally 
appropriate ways by organizing focus groups by identity groups. We crafted the focus 
groups—and focus group participants—to cover different county supervisorial districts as 
much as possible while aiming to host them in convenient locations for participants. 

Background research provided information on the groups most likely to be food 
insecure in Sonoma County. Focus group participants were drawn from the following 
food-insecure populations: 

	● People experiencing homelessness
	● Older adults
	● People with disabilities
	● Low-income and single-parent families
	● Latinx individuals

6	 We assumed that farmworkers and undocumented residents participated in our focus groups, but we did not ask  
about participants' occupations or documentation status. 

7	 None of the focus group participants who completed the survey identified themselves as transitional youth.

	● Farmworkers
	● Undocumented immigrants6

	● African Americans
	● Native Americans
	● Transitional youth (16-24)7

CBO Partners
We partnered with four community-based organizations (CBOs) to identify participants 
from these vulnerable populations for their focus groups. Each CBO also identified the most 
respectful way to learn from participants. 

CBO partners invited 8-10 community members to each focus group. Ag Innovations 
supported the CBOs with draft agendas, invitations, and questions. CBO partners led these 
conversations while Ag Innovations took notes and listened. Each CBO and each participant 
received a stipend for their contributions to the project. Childcare was also offered to 
encourage participation. 

CBO partners held the following focus groups: 
	● La Plaza: August 13th at 5 pm; 1221 Farmers Lane, Santa Rosa, CA
	● Sonoma County Black Forum: August 24th at 11 am; 1717 Yulupa Ave, Santa Rosa, CA
	● River to Coast: August 8th at 6 pm; 16300 First St, Guerneville, CA
	● Catholic Charities: conducted 1:1 interviews in July and August
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Front-Line Care Workers
Ag Innovations also organized a focus group of front-line care workers to learn how they 
work with community members to navigate the system and better understand clients’ 
challenges related to food access. We convened and facilitated this focus group in Santa 
Rosa on August 8th. The two-hour session was valuable for learning more about how 
nutrition affects health outcomes, how people experiencing chronic illnesses or recently 
released from the hospital connect to food services, and the critical role of county 
safety net programs. We provided lunch and stipends for the care workers. Participants 
represented the following organizations: 

	● The Living Room
	● Santa Rosa Community Health
	● Petaluma People Services Center
	● Council on Aging
	● Ceres Community Project
	● Center for Well-Being

8	  Providence and Corazon Healdsburg were invited to the focus group but could not attend. 

	● Food for Thought
	● Family Justice Center
	● Sonoma County Indian Health Project
	● Child Parent Institute
	● Providence8 
	● Corazon Healdsburg8 

Data Analysis
Focus groups were documented via detailed notes. We coded the focus group transcripts in 
Dedoose to analyze the data using the codes we developed in our interviews. We looked for 
themes that addressed our Assessment questions. 



24Sonoma County Food Distribution System Assessment 2024

Chapter 3:

Literature Review
Overview

The literature review is designed to summarize only some information on food 
insecurity in Sonoma County. It illuminates current knowledge and trends 
related to food insecurity in the county. County demographics and economics 
information guided our focus group and interview design. It included a 
background review of county demographic and economic data and an informal 
literature review on food security issues and programs. The literature review 
does not detail the landscape of hunger in the county. 

On January 27, 2024, the 
Sonoma County Point-
in-Time Count found 
2,522 people experiencing 
homelessness, up 
from 2,266 in 2023.
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Sonoma County Demographic Information
To summarize Sonoma County's demographic landscape, we relied on 2022 US Census data.  
Box #1 lists some key characteristics that were relevant to the Assessment.9

Box #1: Sonoma County Demographic Profile
1.	 Total residents: 488,436
2.	 Total households: 194,698
3.	 Female-headed households: Married couples comprise 50 percent of households; 

women head 10 percent of households, and 60 percent of those households have 
children under 18. Sixteen percent of women in the county live alone, and of this 
group, 49 percent are age 65 or older 10

4.	 Population living below the poverty level: 8.8 percent
5.	 Latinx population: 139,293, which is 29 percent of the county’s total population
6.	 African American: 8,266 in 2020, which is 2.2 percent of the county population
7.	 Native Americans: 4,400 than 0.4 percent of the population
8.	 Population of two or more races: 66,021
9.	 Senior (65+) population: 106,062
10.	Youth (<18) population: 89,845
11.	Estimated foreign-born population: 79,57411 (16 percent of the total population); 

62.7 percent of the immigrant population is Hispanic or Latinx12

12.	Of undocumented immigrants residing in the county, 27,000, (86 percent of them) 
are from Mexico or Central America.

Sonoma County includes the unceded territory of several Native American peoples, including 
the Coast Miwok, Wappo, Pomo, Wintun, and Patwin. The county has five federally recognized 
tribes13:  the Cloverdale Rancheria of Pomo Indians, the Dry Creek Rancheria Band of Pomo 
Indians, the Lytton Rancheria of California, the Federated Indians of Graton Rancheria, and the 
Kashia Band of Pomo Indians of the Stewarts Point Rancheria. Other tribal groups also live in 
Sonoma County and are seeking federal recognition. Food distribution services may serve them. 

9	 Sonoma County Poverty Status, 2022, American Community Survey, US Census Bureau, Table S1701, https://data.census.
gov/table/ACSST1Y2022.S1701?q=s1701&g=050XX00US06097; Sonoma County Income, 2022, American Community Sur-
vey, US Census Bureau, Table S1901, https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST5Y2022.S1901?q=s1901&g=050XX00US06097, 
accessed October 11, 2024; American Counity Survey, US Census Data, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs 
(explore other topics, filter by Sonoma County)

10	Commission on the Status of Women, 2007 report, https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/51sess.htm, accessed 
October 11, 2024 

11	US Census Bureau ACS table S0501, 2018-2022, https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST5Y2022.S0501?g=160XX-
00US0626000,1207300,1751622,1912000,2052575,2053775,2941348,4052500,4858016,5305210, accessed October 11, 2024 

12	Migration Policy Institute  
13	Tribal Affairs, Projects Division, Sonoma County, https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-ser-

vices/county-administrators-office/projects/tribal-affairs, accessed September 16, 2024

https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST1Y2022.S1701?q=s1701&g=050XX00US06097
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST1Y2022.S1701?q=s1701&g=050XX00US06097
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST5Y2022.S1901?q=s1901&g=050XX00US06097
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/51sess.htm
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST5Y2022.S0501?g=160XX00US0626000,1207300,1751622,1912000,2052575,2053775,2941348,4052500,4858016,5305210
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSST5Y2022.S0501?g=160XX00US0626000,1207300,1751622,1912000,2052575,2053775,2941348,4052500,4858016,5305210
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-services/county-administrators-office/projects/tribal-affairs
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-services/county-administrators-office/projects/tribal-affairs
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Figure #1:  
Sonoma County’s 
Supervisorial Districts  
and Supervisors14

Board of Supervisors  
(as of September 2024)
District 1: Supervisor Susan Gorin

District 2: Supervisor David Rabbitt

District 3: Supervisor Chris Coursey

District 4: Supervisor James Gore

District 5: Supervisor Lynda Hopkins

14	 Supervisorial District Map, Board of Supervisors Department, Sonoma Coun-
ty,  https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-services/
board-of-supervisors/supervisorial-districts/supervisorial-districts-map/supervisori-
al-district-map-static, accessed September 16, 2024

Photo: Karen Preuss

https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-services/board-of-supervisors/supervisorial-districts/supervisorial-districts-map/supervisorial-district-map-static
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-services/board-of-supervisors/supervisorial-districts/supervisorial-districts-map/supervisorial-district-map-static
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/administrative-support-and-fiscal-services/board-of-supervisors/supervisorial-districts/supervisorial-districts-map/supervisorial-district-map-static
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Box #2: A Note About Available Data

Developing an accurate and up-to-date 
picture of food insecurity in Sonoma 
County is challenging. These challenges 
include the fact that food providers track 
clients in different ways—such as the 
number of individuals, families, pounds of 
food, and meals provided—making it hard 
to summarize the extent of services and 
compare that with the number of people 
who are below the poverty line and likely 
experiencing food insecurity. 

The County of Sonoma used to maintain 
a Hunger Index that provided meaningful 
insight into hunger and food insecurity 
trends, but the Index was discontinued 
in 2018. We address data needs in our 
recommendations. 

Current Levels of Food  
Insecurity in Sonoma
The U.S. Department of Agriculture publishes 
an annual report on household food 
security. In 2022, 12.8 percent—17 million 
U.S. households—reported food insecurity. 
In particular, children and marginalized 
communities fared worse than the national 
average and worse than in previous years. 
Among households with children, 17.3 
percent experienced food insecurity. 
Sometimes, adults skip a meal or eat less 
to feed their children, and in about half of 
those households (8.8 percent), children have 
inadequate food security. Fully one-third 
of households with children headed by a 
single mother experienced food insecurity. 
Regardless of whether a household included 
children, food insecurity rates for households 
composed of people of color, including Latinx 
and African Americans, were significantly 
above the national average.
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Several recent studies have shown that Sonoma County mirrors these national patterns.  
We relied on ten studies to understand food security in Sonoma County. 

1.	 A Portrait of Sonoma County (2021 Update), Measure of America of the Social Science 
Research Council, https://measureofamerica.org/california2021-22/sonoma/ 

2.	 Annual Sonoma County Hunger Index Reports that 1/3 of Residents Went Hungry in 
2018, Department of Human Services, https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-
2019#:~:text=For%20two%20years%2C%20the%20total,Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20
Index%20report. 

3.	 Sonoma County Emergency Food Response Gathering Summary of Findings and 
Recommendations August 2018, https://sonomacofsa.wordpress.com/wp-content/
uploads/2018/11/efr-report-final-2018-8-14.pdf 

4.	 Sonoma County Community Health Assessment & Improvement Plan 2023, https://
sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/
Health%20Services/Documents/About%20Us/Public%20Reports/Phase1-Sonoma-Community
HealthAssessmentImprovePlan-2023.pdf 

5.	 Sonoma Valley Food Security Assessment 2023,  https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/
FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf 

6.	 Cuh:uyaw: Increasing Tribal Family Access to Healthy and Traditional Food Resources Food 
Sovereignty and Security Assessment Findings, https://cimcc.org/education-center/food-
sovereignty-and-security/#:~:text=Cuh%3Auyaw%3A%20Increasing%20Tribal%20Family%20
Access%20to%20Healthy%20and%20Traditional%20Food%20Resources%20Food%20
Sovereignty%20and%20Security%20Assessment%20Findings 

7.	 Area Agency on Aging Needs Assessment https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20
Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Human%20Services/Adult%20and%20Aging/
Documents/2020-2024%20Area%20Plan%20Year%204.pdf

8.	 Sonoma County Farmworker Health Survey (FHS) 2013-2014, https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/
Main%20County%20Site/General/Sonoma/Sample%20Dept/Sample%20Dept/Department%20
Information/Documents/farmworker-health-survey.pdf	

9.	 Kaiser 2022 Community Health Needs Assessment, https://about.kaiserpermanente.org/
content/dam/kp/mykp/documents/reports/community-health/santa-rosa-chna-2022.pdf 

10.	California’s Nutrition Safety Net, https://www.ppic.org/publication/californias-nutrition-
safety-net/

In 2010, the Redwood Empire Food Bank (REFB) reported that the number of food-insecure people 
in the county was continuing to grow, as evidenced by a 20 percent increase in the number of people 
seeking emergency food assistance in each of the preceding two years. REFB reports that 61 percent 
of its food recipients live at or below the federal poverty level. From these studies above, 51,320 are 
food insecure, which is a 10.5 percent rate (the latest data is from 2022)15

15	 Feeding America, https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2020/overall/california/county/sonoma, accessed September 16, 2024

https://measureofamerica.org/california2021-22/sonoma/
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=For%20two%20years%2C%20the%20total,Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20report
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=For%20two%20years%2C%20the%20total,Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20report
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=For%20two%20years%2C%20the%20total,Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20report
https://sonomacofsa.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/efr-report-final-2018-8-14.pdf
https://sonomacofsa.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/efr-report-final-2018-8-14.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/About%20Us/Public%20Reports/Phase1-Sonoma-CommunityHealthAssessmentImprovePlan-2023.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/About%20Us/Public%20Reports/Phase1-Sonoma-CommunityHealthAssessmentImprovePlan-2023.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/About%20Us/Public%20Reports/Phase1-Sonoma-CommunityHealthAssessmentImprovePlan-2023.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/About%20Us/Public%20Reports/Phase1-Sonoma-CommunityHealthAssessmentImprovePlan-2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://cimcc.org/education-center/food-sovereignty-and-security/#:~:text=Cuh%3Auyaw%3A%20Increasing%20Tribal%20Family%20Access%20to%20Healthy%20and%20Traditional%20Food%20Resources%20Food%20Sovereignty%20and%20Security%20Assessment%20Findings
https://cimcc.org/education-center/food-sovereignty-and-security/#:~:text=Cuh%3Auyaw%3A%20Increasing%20Tribal%20Family%20Access%20to%20Healthy%20and%20Traditional%20Food%20Resources%20Food%20Sovereignty%20and%20Security%20Assessment%20Findings
https://cimcc.org/education-center/food-sovereignty-and-security/#:~:text=Cuh%3Auyaw%3A%20Increasing%20Tribal%20Family%20Access%20to%20Healthy%20and%20Traditional%20Food%20Resources%20Food%20Sovereignty%20and%20Security%20Assessment%20Findings
https://cimcc.org/education-center/food-sovereignty-and-security/#:~:text=Cuh%3Auyaw%3A%20Increasing%20Tribal%20Family%20Access%20to%20Healthy%20and%20Traditional%20Food%20Resources%20Food%20Sovereignty%20and%20Security%20Assessment%20Findings
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/health-and-human-services/human-services/older-adults-people-with-disabilities/boards-government-vendors/area-agency-on-aging-advisory-council#:~:text=Area%20Plan%202023%20Needs%20Assessment%20Highlights
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Human%20Services/Adult%20and%20Aging/Documents/2020-2024%20Area%20Plan%20Year%204.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Human%20Services/Adult%20and%20Aging/Documents/2020-2024%20Area%20Plan%20Year%204.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Human%20Services/Adult%20and%20Aging/Documents/2020-2024%20Area%20Plan%20Year%204.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/General/Sonoma/Sample%20Dept/Sample%20Dept/Department%20Information/Documents/farmworker-health-survey.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/General/Sonoma/Sample%20Dept/Sample%20Dept/Department%20Information/Documents/farmworker-health-survey.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/General/Sonoma/Sample%20Dept/Sample%20Dept/Department%20Information/Documents/farmworker-health-survey.pdf
https://about.kaiserpermanente.org/content/dam/kp/mykp/documents/reports/community-health/santa-rosa-chna-2022.pdf
https://about.kaiserpermanente.org/content/dam/kp/mykp/documents/reports/community-health/santa-rosa-chna-2022.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/publication/californias-nutrition-safety-net/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/californias-nutrition-safety-net/
https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2020/overall/california/county/sonoma
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Most Food Insecure Populations 
National studies on food insecurity identify the most likely food-insecure groups. We used 
these national statistics and trends to design our interview and focus group strategy.

A high percentage of people who are unhoused experience food insecurity. According to 
one study, 83.3 percent of unhoused people or people living in shelters were food insecure. 
Another study found that 81.2 percent of homeless people experienced at least one type of 
food insecurity, including infrequent meals, fasting, and inadequate food.16

Food insecurity rates are highest in households with incomes below the poverty line and 
single-mother households. 

In 2022, 9.1 percent of households with adults age 65 and older were food insecure, and 
11.4 percent of households with adults age 65 and older living alone were food insecure.17 
Older adults who live alone, have fixed incomes, or have chronic health concerns are more 
likely to experience food insecurity. Further, African American, Latinx and Native American 
seniors are more likely to experience hunger due to racism and discrimination. 

Marginalized communities, including people of color, LGBTQIA+ individuals, and those with 
disabilities, are at higher risk of food insecurity due to systemic discrimination and poverty. 

16	 Move for Hunger, https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20
Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year., accessed September 16, 2024 

17	 National Council on Aging, https://www.ncoa.org/article/what-is-food-insecurity-get-the-facts/, accessed Septem-
ber 16, 2024 

Older adults who 
live alone, have 
fixed incomes, or 
have chronic health 
concerns are more 
likely to experience 
food insecurity.

https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year
https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year
https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year
https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year
https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year
https://moveforhunger.org/hunger-and-homelessness#:~:text=Food%20Deserts%20%2D%20Food%20Deserts%20are,employed%20in%20the%20past%20year
https://www.ncoa.org/article/what-is-food-insecurity-get-the-facts/
https://www.ncoa.org/article/what-is-food-insecurity-get-the-facts/
https://www.ncoa.org/article/what-is-food-insecurity-get-the-facts/
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For example, nationally, according to data from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, approximately 23.3 percent of 
American Indian and Alaska Native households experience food 
insecurity, which is significantly higher than the national average 
across other racial groups. The issue is particularly prevalent 
on tribal reservations, where access to grocery stores is often 
limited. A recent study by the California Indian Museum and 
Cultural Center found that 38 percent of Native respondents in 
Sonoma, Lake, and Mendocino counties reported compromised 
access to healthy foods, primarily due to affordability, barriers 
to land access, and knowledge limitations.18 

Colonial policies that disrupted traditional food systems 
contributed significantly to the high rates of food insecurity 
among Native American communities. Furthermore, the 
California Indian Museum and Cultural Center cites CDC 
data indicating that 15.9 percent of Native adults have been 
diagnosed with diabetes compared to 11.7 percent of all adults 
and notes that the rates vary widely by tribal and urban Indian 
communities.19 Broader food sovereignty challenges in these 
communities have undermined food security.

18	Cuh:uyaw: Increasing Tribal Family Access to Healthy and Traditional Food 
Resources Food Sovereignty and Security Assessment Findings (California Indian 
Museum & Cultural Center),  https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf, accessed Sept 16, 2024

19	Cuh:uyaw: Increasing Tribal Family Access to Healthy and Traditional Food 
Resources Food Sovereignty and Security Assessment Findings (California Indian 
Museum & Cultural Center), https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf, accessed September 16, 2024

1.	 Unhoused
2.	 Older adults
3.	 Low-income and single-parent families
4.	 Disabled
5.	 Latinx

6.	 Farmworkers/undocumented
7.	 African Americans
8.	 Native American peoples
9.	 Transitional youth (16-24)
10.	LGBTQIA+ 

Using these national trends, we focused our Sonoma County 
Assessment on the following groups:

According to 
data from the 
U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, 
approximately 23.3 
percent of American 
Indian and Alaska 
Native households 
experience food 
insecurity, which is 
significantly higher 
than the national 
average across other 
racial groups.

https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf
https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf
https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf
https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf
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Factors Contributing to Food Insecurity
Sonoma County's median household income is $96,830 ± $4,065. The lowest median household 
incomes are in Rohnert Park, Cotati, and the City of Sonoma. Gender and race affect median 
earnings: White males, $52,989; African American males, $44,958; Asian males, $38,927, with Latino 
and Native American earning less than $33,000. African American women earn 40 percent of White 
male earnings. These earning differences affect access to affordable housing and food. 

Housing costs are a significant factor in food insecurity in Sonoma County.20 Sonoma County’s 
median home prices are more expensive than the state median (18 percent higher than other 
neighboring counties.). Median rent continues to rise, with a two-bedroom rental for $2,215 in 2022. 
There are significant racial and ethnic disparities for renters in Sonoma County: 68 percent of African 
American renters and 59 percent of Hispanic renters spend more than 30 percent of their income on 
rent. Similarly, there are racial and ethnic discrepancies in home ownership in Sonoma County.

On January 27, 2024, the Sonoma County Point-in-Time Count21 found 2,522 people experiencing 
homelessness, up from 2,266 in 2023. The 2024 count found: 

	● Six hundred six individuals experiencing “chronic homelessness,” defined as those who have 
been homeless for at least 12 months or on at least four separate occasions in the previous 
three years (and who have one or more disabling conditions). This reflects a 10 percent increase 
from the 550 individuals identified in 2023.

	● One hundred sixty-two homeless veterans, a 47 percent increase from 110 in 2023.
	● There were 57 families (identified as having at least one adult over 18 with at least one child 

under 18) experiencing homelessness, totaling 198 people. This is a 9 percent reduction from 
2023 in the number of family households. Almost all families were found to be in sheltered 
settings in 2024.

	● Ten unaccompanied children (persons under the age of 18 without parents) and 147 transition-
age youth ages 18–24 were counted. This is a 50 percent reduction from 2023. 

Another significant cause of food insecurity is the high cost of food and inflation rates. Inflation rose 
7.5 percent in 2022 and another 3.1 percent in 2024. 22 

As of May 2024, about 39,586 people participated in CalFresh in Sonoma County.23 There is no data on 
the number of households eligible for CalFresh compared to the total number of families enrolled. 

20	Sonoma County Economic Development Board, Indicators Report, September 2023, https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Econom-
ic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2023/2023%20Indicators%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf, accessed September 16, 
2024 

21	 Sonoma County 2024 Homelessness Point-in-Time Count & Report, https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/
Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/Homelessness%20Services/Homeless%20Data/Coun-
ty%20of%20Sonoma%202024%20Point-in_Time%20Count%20Results.pdf, accessed September 16, 2024 

22	 Sonoma County Economic Development Board, Indicators Report, September 2023, https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Econom-
ic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2023/2023%20Indicators%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf, accessed September 16, 
2024.

23	CalFresh Data Dashboard, California Department of Social Services, https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/california.depart-
ment.of.social.services/viz/CFdashboard-PUBLIC/Home, accessed September 16, 2024 

https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2023/2023%20Indicators%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2023/2023%20Indicators%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/Homelessness%20Services/Homeless%20Data/County%20of%20Sonoma%202024%20Point-in_Time%20Count%20Results.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/Homelessness%20Services/Homeless%20Data/County%20of%20Sonoma%202024%20Point-in_Time%20Count%20Results.pdf
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/Main%20County%20Site/Health%20and%20Human%20Services/Health%20Services/Documents/Homelessness%20Services/Homeless%20Data/County%20of%20Sonoma%202024%20Point-in_Time%20Count%20Results.pdf
https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2023/2023%20Indicators%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://sonomaedc.org/Microsites/Economic%20Development%20Board/Documents/Reports/2023/2023%20Indicators%20FINAL%20ADA.pdf
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/california.department.of.social.services/viz/CFdashboard-PUBLIC/Home
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/california.department.of.social.services/viz/CFdashboard-PUBLIC/Home
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Sonoma County Community-Based Organization (CBO) 
Food Providers
Sonoma County is blessed with an active nonprofit community that supports the 
differing needs of the food insecure. Here is an overview of them: 

[1]	 Redwood Empire Food Bank: This nonprofit is an anchor institution that 
provides groceries and food to participants and many local and regional 
food providers throughout the county and other counties. 

[2]	 Ceres Community Project and Food For Thought: These entities 
provide medically tailored meals, support their clients' nutrition security, 
and address nutrition challenges. They give some home delivery services.

[3]	 Home-delivered meals: Petaluma People Services Center and Council 
on Aging provide home-delivered meals and Meals on Wheels.

[4]	 Community-specific food providers: There are a range of food 
providers who are focused on specific communities, whether by location, 
cultural affiliation, age, or other common interests. This function may or 
may not be a core part of their mission; typically, their mission is to help 
their communities thrive, which is one aspect of their program.

[5]	Farm-to-food-bank providers: A few providers focus on getting fresh 
produce from local farmers to local food banks, including gleaners, 
dedicated farms that support food distribution, and contracts with 
local farmers. 

[6]	 Food recovery organizations and initiatives (note the overlap with 
farm-to-food-bank providers): Several initiatives throughout the county 
aim to recover food leftovers and reduce food waste, including the 
Sonoma County Food Recovery Coalition and Zero Waste Sonoma, which 
collaborate with the food recovery and distribution network. 
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Chapter 4:

Interview &  
Focus Group 
Themes
About this Chapter
This document summarizes the challenges and opportunities of our Assessment participants, 
as described in Chapters 2 and 3. This chapter is organized into three sections: 

1

2

3

Perspectives from people who are experiencing food insecurity and from 
specific vulnerable populations. These perspectives include their experiences with 
the government safety net of CalFresh, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), Meals on Wheels, and school meals.

Learnings from food providers—the CBOs are on the front lines of addressing food 
and nutrition insecurity by providing groceries, home-delivered meals, support for 
community-grown food, and congregant dining.

Themes from all Assessment participants about what the County of Sonoma 
can do to improve or support the food distribution system.
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High Cost of Living Is a 
Significant Contributor 
to Food Insecurity in 
Sonoma County
Our literature review, interviews, and focus 
groups emphasized the high cost of living, 
including rent and food, in Sonoma County. 
Assessment participants perceived that 
the high proportion of Airbnb and second 
homes in Sonoma County drives up the 
price of available housing. Many Assessment 
participants also spoke about the rising cost 
of food. For some individuals and families 
with limited income, nothing is left for 
transportation, food, or medical care after 
rent. Organizations reported a significant 
rise in food insecurity during and after the 
pandemic, primarily driven by inflation and 
rising food costs. During the pandemic, 
CalFresh (formerly food stamps) provided 
higher monthly benefits, but these benefits 
have now returned to pre-pandemic levels, 
causing financial strain as food prices 
continue to rise. Reducing CalFresh dollars 
has also put a strain on some organizations, 
as more food-insecure people rely on these 
organizations for food assistance. 

Most organizations participating in this 
Assessment agreed that food insecurity has 
not returned to pre-pandemic levels, with 
continued high demand and growing needs. 

Some noted that middle-class families 
cannot afford the high cost of living in 
Sonoma County. Their higher incomes mean 
they are not eligible for CalFresh, but they 
may still experience food insecurity. 

The prices for everything 
have skyrocketed. Without the 
food from the distributions/
pantries, I don’t know how I 
would eat well or enough.”*

"...we're not talking just certain 
populations, we have families 
whose both [...] the spouses 
work, and they still need to 
go to food banks because the 
rent is so high. And the cost 
of living is so high that even 
though both folks work, they 
cannot afford enough to pay 
for everything and have food, 
you know, and so what we're 
seeing is larger numbers. 
People who normally have 
never needed the food 
bank are showing up at the 
food bank. What we would 
consider maybe middle class 
to lower middle-class families 
that normally wouldn't go to 
that are now in line, it's not 
just those living in poverty 
that are showing up.”* 

*Focus group participants
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Insights From People Experiencing 
Food Insecurity
Below is a description of input received about what’s 
working and not working from the perspective of the 
food-insecure people who live in Sonoma County. Overall, 
interviewees experiencing food insecurity expressed 
similar concerns to those of food providers. 

1) 	While a Wide Range of Food Assistance 
Options Exists, Aspects of the 
Government Safety Net Could Improve 

A broad range of food assistance options are available 
and necessary to meet the wide range of needs within 
Sonoma County. The available options, including 
CalFresh, home-delivered meals, and Meals on Wheels, 
generally work well, assuming they can be accessed. Also, 
having a variety of food distribution outlets, including 
farms, food banks, and pantries, is essential and offers 
helpful solutions. Focus group participants consistently 
stated that the food, community interaction, and smiles 
they received were vital.

However, these solutions depend on effective 
enrollment and participation, and Assessment 
participants shared that these aspects of the 
government safety net are not working.

In particular, participants expressed that better access 
to CalFresh is needed. We heard many people applying 
for CalFresh and very long appointment wait times (up 
to four or five months).  Poor communication about 
appointment times results in missed appointments, 
which results in benefits being dropped. Assessment 
participants reported that CalFresh needs more resources 
and must improve to meet countywide needs, including 
increasing the income eligibility of applicants (the county 
should set its guidelines rather than using federal poverty 
guidelines). Because of the shortcomings of CalFresh, 
there is a heavier reliance on civil society efforts led by 
community-based organizations. 

"Everything is so 
expensive. Without 
the distributions, 
I’m not sure what 
I would do for 
food. I wouldn’t be 
able to eat all the 
necessary fruits 
& veggies, and I 
wouldn’t be able 
to buy meat.” 

~Focus group participant



36Sonoma County Food Distribution System Assessment 2024

"If you make 

over $1,400, 

you do not 

qualify for food 

stamps. They 

did not take into 

consideration 

my other 

expenses, rent, 

etc. I was very 

confused when 

they told me 

I had passed 

the threshold 

of $1,400."
~Focus group participant

There are many CalFresh applications from college students seeking food assistance. Assessment 
participants stressed the importance of assigning city or county staff to encourage youth enrollment, 
including unhoused and former foster youth, by supporting CalFresh sign-ups at Sonoma State 
University and Santa Rosa Junior College campuses. 

Exciting Possibilities: 1) The City of Oakland leverages the 
BenefitsCal self-service portal to boost CalFresh enrollment, 
and while Sonoma County also uses the tool, it has the 
potential to enhance its enrollment efforts further. 2) One 
CBO hosts a representative from CalFresh twice a week to 
assist youth with CalFresh enrollment; participants receive 
their EBT cards within a week instead of the current wait time 
of 4-5 months when enrolling directly through the county.   

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC): This safety net program is 
focused on pregnant women, infants, and children up to age 
5. To manage our scope, we did not focus on this program in 
our Assessment. Ag Innovations recommends that additional 
assessment is needed for this group facing food insecurity.  

Home-Delivered Meals for Seniors:  Meals on Wheels is popular 
and appreciated for its home delivery, nutrition, and community-
building focus. However, there are also long waiting lists for older 
residents and those eligible for Meals on Wheels. Assessment 
participants say Meals on Wheels is a great program but can 
only meet the needs of a few eligible seniors. Because it does 
not offer medically tailored foods, it is not the best fit for those 
experiencing certain dietary health conditions, such as diabetes. 
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School meals are another vital aspect of the government's safety net. Many stated 
that school meals are essential and that every child should have easy access to free 
school meals, including in the summertime. It appears that universal school meals will 
continue to be available on every school day, based on recent state programs.24 Some 
assessment participants noted that youth participation can be hindered if school meals 
are not tasty enough and that winter and summer break meal programs don’t always 
happen due to insufficient staffing. CBOs such as Redwood Empire Food Bank fill in those 
gaps. More investigation should be conducted to ensure that school meals are staffed 
during breaks when they are not funded and if they are adequately provided for through 
current food provider support. 

Exciting Possibility: The Health Services Department and the Sonoma County Food 
System Alliance convene the Sonoma County Healthy School Meals Coalition to bring 
together school food service staff, parents, and community stakeholders to promote 
fresh, local, culturally relevant food in schools. A farm-to-school initiative is underway, 
with grant funding from the California Department of Food and Agriculture. 

24	 In the school year 2022-2023, CA became the first state to implement a statewide universal meals program for 
school children, that “requires local education agencies to make available a nutritiously adequate breakfast and 
lunch for, not just needy children, but all children each school day.” https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/cauniversal-
meals.asp, accessed September 15, 2024

"I have applied for 
CalFresh, but I am 
only eligible for 
$46 / month – you 
can’t do much with 
that amount.” 

~Focus group participant

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/cauniversalmeals.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/cauniversalmeals.asp
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2) Home Delivery

Location: Focus group participants noted that locations 
were not always accessible. Many potential food 
recipients lack access to reliable transportation to 
distribution sites, particularly in West and North County.  
Assessment participants hoped food distribution sites 
could “meet people where they are at” and be co-
located with schools, libraries, or medical providers; 
locations people visit for other needs. 

Assessment participants expressed the need to focus 
on residents of smaller, low-income housing who do not 
have access to public transportation or who may have 
too far to walk to a congregate dining center or other 
food resources. They also discussed the need for more 
small distribution sites that are neighborhood-centric 
(small pantries in neighborhoods, schools, libraries, 
churches, etc.) Although the number of REFB distribution 
sites has expanded in the last few years, more are still 
needed. Some participants suggested co-locating 
services at schools or medical providers and continuing 
to increase the number of small food distribution sites, 
particularly in remote or rural locations. 

"What works well 
is going to schools, 
having fresh produce, 
and being where 
families already are. 
The overarching theme 
here is meeting people 
where they're at, in 
any programming that 
does that, whether it be 
distribution through 
the school system or to 
somebody's front door.”

~Focus group participant

“I would go to more 
food sites if it were 
closer to home, 
but transportation 
isn’t easy.”

~Focus group participant

What’s working well: One organization in Sonoma 
County is piloting a food micro-hub program by 
installing commercial community kitchens in 
communal spaces of low-income housing. Fridges will 
be restocked with recovered food from grocery stores 
and gleaning organizations.25 

What’s working well: The I-Ride program, a volunteer 
service that transports seniors to congregant dining, 
provides seniors with community and prepared meals. 

25	 This program is inspired by two programs in the Bay Area: the Santa 
Clara Affordable Housing Food Distribution Pilot Program (https://
jointventure.org/silicon-valley-food-recovery-initiative/ahfd-pilot) 
and Marin Community Fridges (https://marincommunityfridges.info/)

https://jointventure.org/silicon-valley-food-recovery-initiative/ahfd-pilot
https://jointventure.org/silicon-valley-food-recovery-initiative/ahfd-pilot
https://marincommunityfridges.info/
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Operating Hours: Focus group participants 
wished distribution sites were open after work 
hours, from 5 to 7 p.m. Working families could 
not leave work to pick up food, and many 
Assessment participants suggested they would 
like to pick up food when they pick up their 
children from school. 

Signing Up is a Barrier:  Several Assessment 
participants and focus group participants spoke 
about the challenges of accessing or signing up 
for programs, including the difficulty of using 
technology, keeping benefits cards, being asked 
for a lot of information, and the essential stigma 
of signing up or accessing these programs. If 
people face uncertainty in their legal status, 
they become even less willing.

"Sometimes, I cannot pick 
up food because of the 
hours – I work until 5 pm, 
and the pick-up spot closes 
at 5 pm, so I have to go to 
the store to buy produce. I 
have a daughter and want 
to feed my daughter with 
healthy food. Having sites 
that open past 5 pm near 
where I live would be ideal.” 

~Focus group participant]

"I would like to see 
distribution sites 
specifically designed 

for the elderly or to have a 
time slot designated for them 
to make it easier. They should 
also always have shading at all 
sites – I’ve seen seniors wait 
in the sun for long periods.”

~Focus group participant
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Home Delivery: Assessment participants 
who received food at home appreciated 
the organizations because they could stay 
in their homes and avoid inconvenient 
transportation to get food. Participants 
stated that home-delivered groceries and 
produce benefit those who can cook. 

Exciting Possibility: Food providers noted 
that the “Rollin’ Root”26 program, offered 
in Marin through the Agricultural Institute 
of Marin, brings produce and groceries to 
residents and could be an excellent example.

26	 The Rollin’ Root, Agricultural Institute of Marin, https://
www.agriculturalinstitute.org/rollin-root 

“I am fortunate enough 
to have kind people 
deliver food to me. I 

am homebound, and I live pretty 
far away. These services are 
fundamental to my life… Since 
my mobility and health have 
declined, I have been getting some 
home deliveries, which means the 
world to me. I am unsure how I 
would eat some weeks if I didn’t 
receive the extra love and support 
from the home deliveries. These 
services are such a blessing.” 

~Focus group participant

“Rather than thinking 
about how we 
help people with 
transportation, how 
do we think about 
bringing food closer 
to where they are?” 

~Focus group participant

https://www.agriculturalinstitute.org/rollin-root
https://www.agriculturalinstitute.org/rollin-root
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"The Ceres model 
and Meals on Wheels 
(aka delivered meals) 

should be expanded across the 
county. Many clients cannot 
prepare food for themselves 
and do not have good 
caregivers or transportation. 
Prepared meals are key.”

~Care Worker Focus Group

Culturally Appropriate Foods
Many noted that culturally appropriate foods 
were more available than they used to be, but 
others stated that they were not. However, 
many Assessment participants emphasized that 
they did not eat canned foods due to dietary 
restrictions or because they were not a part of 
their cultural diet. Fresh, culturally appropriate 
produce is highly desired.

Food that Accommodates Health 
Conditions and Dietary Needs

We heard that people with certain health 
conditions, such as diabetes and cardiovascular 
disease, do not have sufficient access to foods 
that meet their nutritional needs. Ceres and 
Food for Thought are the two community-
based organizations in the county that provide 
medically tailored nutrition to the community. 
Improving food quality by delivering more low-
sodium and fresh, unprocessed foods through 
other distribution sites would help improve the 
health of those dependent on food distribution.

3) Food Choices

Higher Quality and Fresher Food
Many participants observed a need for 
higher-quality and fresher food despite 
an improvement in food quality from food 
distribution sites over the years. Participants 
reported receiving food near or past its 
expiration date and expressed concerns 
about the taste and safety of certain animal 
products, such as meat and chicken. 

Protein 
Assessment participants mentioned the 
importance of providing meat, milk, and 
eggs. However, only CBOs with access to 
refrigeration can offer animal-based proteins. 
Participants said they sometimes received 
meat they didn’t believe was fresh. 

Prepared Meals
Unhoused people, older adults, those with 
specific disabilities, and people recovering 
from hospitalization need prepared food, 
which, people noted, is challenging to access. 
Several Assessment participants indicated 
it would be helpful if there were more and 
better-quality congregant eating sites. Others 
stated that home delivery is essential. 

Food Choice Options
Many Assessment participants appreciated 
opportunities to choose the foods for 
themselves. Some distribution sites provide 
pre-packaged bags of food, which could lead 
to food waste due to dietary restrictions, 
unfamiliarity with the provided items, or 
personal preferences.
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4) Community-Specific Learnings

The following lays out insights that were generated regarding specific communities. 

Unhoused
Unhoused people tend to be dispersed and require more case management, making 
follow-up difficult. Several focus group participants spoke about a mismatch in that 
they could not prepare or cook the food provided because there were no kitchens.

Older Adults
Some older adults have specific dietary restrictions due to health reasons or difficulty 
chewing certain foods and require specially prepared meals. Additionally, many older 
adults face challenges with cooking due to physical limitations, leading to a preference 
for ready-made or home-delivered meals, particularly for those who are homebound 
or lack reliable transportation. Programs like I-Ride, which facilitates ridesharing to 
congregant dining and other services, are beneficial. Individuals who may qualify for 
food assistance programs often encounter barriers to enrollment, such as limited 
access to the Internet or lack of technology literacy.

Latinx Culture
The Latinx community tends to eat as families, so receiving one meal (i.e., for older 
adults) doesn’t always work for them. Food distribution sites don’t always provide the 
basics (chilis, Roma tomatoes, cilantro, banana leaves, rice beans, oil, masa, flour, etc.) 
for a healthy, culturally appropriate meal; they are not as accustomed to using canned 
foods. Several also spoke about foods commonly distributed that are irrelevant or 
much less consumed in Latinx culture. (“What do I do with an eggplant?” “I am lactose 
intolerant, and I can’t drink milk.”) We also heard that, in some cases, language barriers 
limit full participation in food assistance programs.

“We would like to 
see foods more 
relevant to our Latinx 

culture, like tomatoes, tortillas, 
cilantro, aguacate… we feel 
like produce, fresh fruit, and 
vegetables are lacking.” 

~Focus group participants
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Native American Peoples
Local efforts are focused on incorporating Native foods into the daily diets of Sonoma 
County’s Indigenous population to address extreme disparities in health conditions, 
including cardiovascular disease and diabetes.27  They also focus on supporting native 
families and older adults who ask for help, fostering food sovereignty and culturally 
relevant foods, and supporting Native food-based businesses. These efforts are 
also seen as directly and positively impacting health outcomes. Native community 
members access food distribution sites and assistance alongside other sources unique 
to Tribes, although communities rarely get their traditional foods at food distribution 
sites. Foods that are commonly used range from gathered foods such as acorns or 
local berries to cultivated foods such as corn, squash, dried beans, chiles, and fish and 
meat—but while the kinds of food are similar, the preferred varieties can differ from 
those commonly used in Latinx cultures. Gaps identified in Sonoma County’s Native 
American communities’ food access include affordability, access to safety net programs, 
knowledge transmission, control of land, and access to a food economy for Native 
foods.28 Another important message is that each Tribe has specific issues and needs, 
which should be addressed through government consultation or CBOs directly serving 
Native communities.

LGBTQIA+
Caseworkers and food providers explained that older LGBTQIA+ people are vulnerable 
because of the legacy of marriage and civil partnership discrimination, including 
challenges in receiving insurance and inheritance from deceased partners. Fewer 
historical legal protections have increased the vulnerability of this population. 

Undocumented Residents
Several Assessment participants noted that asylum seekers and undocumented people 
may not enroll in programs because they are afraid to disclose their legal status and 
distrust of government and formal institutions. An interviewee from a food distribution 
program explained that they do not ask for legal status because of this fear. 

Youth
Assessment participants noted that youth may be reluctant to engage in food and school 
lunch programs due to issues with the taste and palatability of the food. 

27	 Food Sovereignty & Community Collaboration Toolkit (California Indian Museum & Cultural Center: Reprint Oc-
tober 2021),  p.5, https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Toolkit-102721-1.pdf, 
accessed October 22, 2024

28	 Cuh:uyaw: Increasing Tribal Family Access to Healthy and Traditional Food Resources Food Sovereignty and 
Security Assessment Findings (California Indian Museum & Cultural Center), https://cimcc.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf, accessed September 16, 2024

https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Toolkit-102721-1.pdf
https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf
https://cimcc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CIMCC-Food-Sovereignty-Assessment-Report.pdf
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Transitional Youth (Ages 16-24)
Transitional youth often lack the necessary 
cooking skills or access to a reliable kitchen for 
meal preparation, compounded by their need to 
focus on securing housing or attending school. 
Furthermore, because CalFresh requires an 
address for eligibility, transitional youth may face 
difficulties enrolling in CalFresh benefits due to 
unstable housing conditions. We also note that a 
group that had been a central service provider for 
this group recently closed, and this group likely 
needs additional attention from the county and 
NGO community.

African Americans
Several African American Assessment participants 
felt overlooked, noting that marketing initiatives 
rarely focused on their communities. They 
perceive a lot of stigma or feel criminalized at 
times. Several spoke of concern about corruption 
in nonprofits and desired more transparency from 
the county around how funds are used. 

During the pandemic, the local African American 
community organized to ensure that community 
members received food through pick-up or drop-
off. They noted that African American community 
members, particularly older adults, do not 
receive food distribution services, partly because 
transporting food home is difficult via public 
transportation due to the location of sites and the 
proximity of buses. Canned food was mentioned 
several times as not being helpful for those with 
heart conditions or diabetes. This is important 
because African American community members 
face more significant disparities that have led to 
worse health outcomes in Sonoma County. They 
also noted how helpful that needed support is for 
families with children, including SNAP benefits for 
children who attend Title 1 schools.  

“There's a lot of 
programming or things 
available with food for 
younger kids, but there's 
a time when youth can be 
somewhat self-sufficient but 
don't necessarily have any 
cooking skills. They aren't 
always great at plugging into 
resources. Even if they're 
at home, there are fewer 
resources for kids in their 
late teens or even early teens 
sometimes, but late teens, 
early 20s, when you might 
have aged out of a lot of 
programming and lack skills 
around food preparation.”

~Food provider

“Let's make these things 
so that somebody who is 
African American, who may 
have dealt with difficulties, 
can access these resources 
such as food and navigate it 
in a way so that they don't 
have to feel criminalized or 
feel like this isn't for them.” 

~Food provider
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Special considerations mentioned also included the unsheltered, which 
are disproportionately African American in Sonoma County. 

Several recommended that access to benefits could be destigmatized by 
making them more generally available, as they were during the pandemic. 
There was a call for dedicated city or county liaisons to ensure that needs 
were being met. 

Exciting Possibility: Several recommended looking to Alameda County 
and Oakland for new models, citing that their EBT benefits were quickly 
accessible and their extensive mapping helped identify areas that 
needed particular focus. 

Pregnant Women and Families with Young Children
Although Ag Innovations did not initially focus on this aspect of food 
security, we learned that food providers serving women, infants, and 
children have identified a significant gap that the WIC program does not 
address. One food provider observed that those in this group may struggle 
to access sufficient nutritious food, primarily due to the challenges of 
applying for WIC benefits. More investigation is needed into food security 
for pregnant women, infants, and children. 
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Insights from Food Providers
Since 2017, wildfires (especially the Tubbs Fire) prompted more growth in food 
distribution sites, especially with new grassroots organizations. Over the last few 
years, the combination of wildfires, COVID-19, and inflation has increased the need 
exponentially, and the communities in Sonoma County have responded.

1) 	Changes since the Pandemic

Post-pandemic funding: During the pandemic, organizations received financial 
support from ARPA (American Rescue Plan Act), but this funding is no longer available. 
As a result, many programs have had to be paused or shut down entirely. This loss of 
funding has significantly impacted organizations' ability to serve their communities, 
especially as the demand for food assistance has continued to rise since the pandemic.

Post-pandemic operations: During the pandemic, some food providers had to change 
their service model, switching to pre-packed bags and limiting clients’ ability to choose 
their foods. Some organizations that made this shift haven’t yet returned to the client-
choice model. While there was an increase in volunteers during the pandemic, those 
numbers have since dropped significantly, limiting the capacity of many organizations 
to serve their communities. It was noted that there are food waste issues associated 
with this service-delivery model.

2) 	Celebrating the Collaboration of CBOs  
to Reduce Food Insecurity 

For many years, Sonoma County has had an extensive, diverse informal food distribution 
network comprised of Redwood Empire Food Bank and many community-specific 
nonprofits, pantries, and food distributors, along with home-delivered and medically 
tailored meals and groceries through organizations like Council on Aging, Petaluma 
People’s Services, Ceres Community Project and Food for Thought. This informal 
network enables large and small partnerships to serve specific geographies, identities, 
or needs. The network in Sonoma County is significantly heterogeneous; there are many 
organizations, different scales, target audiences, ways of working, etc. Many spoke to the 
power of this partnership, particularly with REFB, which is described below. 

Redwood Empire Food Bank and the web of local food providers: Informants 
expressed much gratitude and respect for Redwood Empire Food Bank (REFB). 
Interviewees specifically mentioned Redwood Empire Food Bank’s role in fostering 
collaboration between organizations, dynamic marketing, co-marketing, and outreach 
focused on lower-income communities. Redwood Empire Food Bank has effectively 
leveraged volunteer labor, integrating many ways for people to volunteer and 
contribute. In central areas of Sonoma County, they are strategically located and  
have shown the ability to scale up, down, or laterally depending on what’s needed. 
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REFB is working with others to provide food at different times and 
locations. They have enabled many partnerships, and that is working 
well. Food providers also noted that they augment, repackage, or adjust 
food resources provided by REFB to fit the format or needs of the local 
community. Assessment participants emphasized that while REFB is a 
core hub, others have essential niches and should be supported. 

A few regional CBOs noted that they provide produce boxes to their local 
communities but must put potential recipients on a waiting list—they 
cannot meet their communities' needs. 

Assessment participants worried that countywide food distribution is 
precarious. Changes or challenges affect all the CBOs and, thus, their 
ability to provide services. 

3) 	Challenges to Providing Convenient,  
Accessible Food Distribution 

Improving Locations
Many Assessment participants explained the challenges with the 
convenience of food distribution site locations around the county. 
Some also praised the number of available sites and the partnerships 
that enabled them. Volunteer programs began when CBOs perceived 
and responded to local needs with local spaces and volunteers. CBOs 
use local space as much as possible. However, there was a sentiment 
among informants that the system would improve if people could 
access food at places they regularly go, such as libraries, schools, and 
health centers, which only sometimes coincide with the local space 
available. This becomes even more challenging for rural and remote 
locations. Focus group participants hoped food distribution sites could 
be co-located with schools, medical providers, or other places people 
regularly visit for different needs.

Improving Food Availability and Choice
Likewise, food-insecure people have to go to different places to get 
various types of food. Selections of available foods have decreased 
in kind and quantity over time and do not fit what the food provider 
knows is most desired by participants. Assessment participants also 
mentioned the change towards pre-packed bags and how that led to 
waste as they couldn't always use everything they had and would prefer 
to leave what they didn’t want to use to avoid food waste. CBOs could 
provide “share tables” so people could go and add what they didn’t like.

Selections of 
available foods 
have decreased 
in kind and 
quantity over 
time and do 
not fit what the 
food provider 
knows is most 
desired by 
participants.



48Sonoma County Food Distribution System Assessment 2024

Operating Hours
Food distribution organizations depend heavily on volunteers, so they are only open 
when they have volunteers. Many interviews and focus group participants noted that 
food distribution should be tailored to people’s work hours or school pick-up times.

Long Lines
Many Assessment participants noted the long lines at food distribution locations. 
Not only did it cause inconvenience for people to wait so long, but some stated it felt 
disrespectful. Volunteers, especially seniors, were concerned about waiting too long in 
the sun or rain.

4) 	Challenges Providing Diverse Food Choices, Enough Food, 
Healthy Food, and Prepared Food

Providing Protein and Produce
Many food providers supplement food from Redwood Empire Food Bank (REFB) with 
donations from local farms. Interviewees also said they purchased eggs, milk, meat, 
and other produce from local grocery stores. 

Food providers buy additional food because they need more than REFB can provide 
and because REFB does not provide enough eggs, milk, meat, and produce. These 
items are costly. Some food providers do not have refrigeration, so they cannot provide 
eggs, milk, and produce.

Exciting Possibility: Some organizations are partnering to convert an empty dirt lot 
in Windsor into a community garden where members can grow their food for free. Any 
community member can come in and pick what they need; everything grown will be 
available for everybody. One suggestion was to create other gardens by looking for 
other empty lots owned by the county and converting them to community gardens.

Providing Nutrition Security
Some Assessment participants discussed a desire to ensure nutrition security 
alongside food security. As defined by the (USDA), “Nutrition security means all 
Americans have consistent and equitable access to healthy, safe, affordable foods 
essential to optimal health and well-being.” More specifically, it means “consistent 
access, availability, and affordability of foods and beverages that promote wellbeing, 
prevent disease, and, if needed, treat disease, particularly among racial/ethnic 
minorities, lower income, and rural and remote populations including Tribal 
communities and Insular areas.” It recognizes “that structural inequities make it hard 
for many people to eat healthy and be physically active; and emphasizes taking an 
equity lens to our efforts.” 

https://www.usda.gov/nutrition-security
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Only Ceres Community Project and Food for Thought have programs designed to serve 
people with severe, chronic, and complex health conditions. Both organizations are 
now contracted with Partnership HealthPlan, drawing down funds to serve MediCal 
members in various situations. However, many community members, including family 
members of those on MediCal and low-income people, do not qualify for MediCal 
and need these more tailored services. Data shows that providing medically tailored 
meals can improve health outcomes and avoid unplanned emergency room visits and 
hospitalizations. 

Assessment participants requested having a funding stream to address nutrition as a 
social determinant of health.

Providing for Different Groups and Identities
Food providers explained that they try to address food preferences for different groups 
and identities. However, they sometimes do not have the kinds of food different 
cultural groups want or are unsure what foods to offer due to the wide variety of 
cultural preferences that exist within the communities they serve. They also said they 
can’t afford the cost of a staff dietitian, which would enable them to provide more 
diverse menus. (See Section 6 below, “Need Dietitian Services,” for more information.)

Food providers have also highlighted the challenge of preparing culturally appropriate 
meals while complying with strict dietary guidelines. For instance, refried beans 
prepared with lard may not meet the nutritional standards of programs like Meals on 
Wheels. As a result, while the meals may be nutritious, they may not always appeal to 
the recipients.

One food provider highlighted the challenges of delivering food resources to 
reservations, noting that much of the available food is not culturally suitable for 
Indigenous communities and that the produce they provide every month may be the 
only produce those recipients receive that month. 

Interviewees were grateful to REFB because it provides a safety net; however, many 
wished they offered less canned food and more fresh food.29 

Providing Prepared Foods via Home Delivery or Congregant Dining
CBOs that provide prepared meals described long wait lists for these popular 
programs. These programs are essential for populations who can’t prepare meals 
because they are too sick to shop or cook, face complex medical diagnoses, lack the 
skills, or lack access to a kitchen. CBOs said funding would allow for more flexibility 
in providing these options. Assessment participants recommended a more flexible 
budget, guidelines, and program requirements.

29	 Ag Innovations followed up with REFB about canned food. They shared that they do not provide canned food, 
although it sometimes gets distributed as part of their community food drives. However, many Assessment 
participants described canned food as being part of the distribution. We recommend in Chapter 5 that more 
investigation occur around the usage of canned food.
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Providing Medically Tailored Meals and Groceries
A couple of food distribution organizations provide medically tairloed meals and groceries for 
their clients, alongside some support from Meals on Wheels. The organizations note that some 
of these clients are too ill to shop or cook, or their medical nutrition needs are too complicated 
to handle alone. Other food providers do not efficiently serve this group. Medically tailored 
meals are more expensive due to specific dietary needs and labor costs. (For example, 
grinding foods to be soft and easy to ingest takes more labor.)

While state-level initiatives, including the CalAIM program, offer reimbursement for medically 
tailored meals, there is no dedicated funding at the county level for such programs. This gap 
in funding is a significant concern for some Assessment participants who serve people who 
need this kind of support. Assessment participants discussed the difference between nutrition 
security and food security and stated that addressing nutrition as a social health determinant 
is crucial, especially in food distribution. 

Food providers rely 
on private donors, 
grants, and Sonoma 
County, state, and 
federal funds.

Exciting Possibility: As of 2025, the Ceres Community Project will be able to prepare and 
deliver up to 800,000 meals annually. Ceres is Partnership HealthPlan’s leading provider of 
medically tailored meals across its 24-county program. Medicaid will reimburse a significant 
portion of the meals it provides. They are working to continue increasing their access to 
MediCal funding; however, many low-income community members who need medically 
tailored meals do not qualify for MediCal or are not Partnership HealthPlan members. 
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5) 	Inconsistent, Reduced Funding Leads to 
Wait Lists and Program Uncertainty

Post-Pandemic Downturn in Funding
The expansion of food relief funds and access during COVID-19 
demonstrated that investments in food distribution work. 
Interviewees we talked to noted that food and nutrition 
insecurity was reduced during the pandemic. Now that those 
funds are no longer available, our experts and interviewees 
explained that the chaotic system leads to people falling 
through the cracks. The reduced investments have increased 
the number of food-insecure people and the severity of 
nutrition gaps.

Food providers rely on private donors, grants, and Sonoma 
County, state, and federal funds. Food organizations 
emphasize that they spend a lot of time fundraising and 
that the time it takes to fund programs is high relative to the 
actual services. Furthermore, relying on donors and grants 
is inconsistent. Finally, financial support via fundraising has 
decreased for many since the pandemic. 

Assessment participants also expressed the need for funding 
specific to food insecurity programs. For instance, no funding 
is set aside expressly for homeless service providers doing 
food insecurity work, resulting in these organizations needing 
additional funding elsewhere. 

The Trickle-Down Effect of Inconsistent Funding
Inconsistent funding has a trickle-down negative effect on the 
food distribution network, as organizations rely on each other 
to provide food resources to the community. For example, 
one food provider reported that it partners with many 
organizations in the county. Still, due to inconsistent funding, 
they cannot provide consistent food resources to their 
network, affecting the ability of their partner organizations to 
be reliable to the communities they serve. Valued programs 
cannot be continued, and wait lists are only increasing; many 
reported their wait lists are in the hundreds. Some stated a 
need for new programs to reach underserved parts of the 
community. Multi-year funding is vital—CBOs often noted that 
the costs of applying for and managing short-term funding 
sources decreased their efficiency and effectiveness. 

“We've… never had 
a waitlist. Now… we 
have… 150 people 
on a waitlist; we 
cannot serve them. 
They probably 
need it badly, but 
we can't serve 
them; we don't 
have the funding.” 

~Food provider

[Regarding produce 
boxes] “...we have 
those families on 
the waiting list 
calling every week 
and saying, Hey, is 
there a box for us?"

~Food provider

Photo: Karen Preuss
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Rigid Funding Limits Program Success
Assessment participants call for more flexibility in allocating funds between programs 
(like congregate dining vs. home-delivered meals), as rigid funding rules hinder their 
ability to use those funds efficiently and flexibly to meet community needs.

Limits in Funding for Refrigeration, Storage Space, and Volunteers 
Means Limits to Services
Many food providers explained that the county does not provide funds for essential 
needs such as infrastructure, volunteer stipends, volunteer gas money, and 
transportation support. For example, many organizations do not have refrigerators, 
so they cannot serve fresh vegetables, eggs, milk, and meat. Often, organizations are 
limited because they need more storage space. Therefore, they have short hours and 
few distribution days. 

A lack of refrigeration, cold storage, and refrigerated transport limits 
farm-to-food providers providing fresh produce.
All food distribution organizations need more volunteers. Volunteers are critical for 
food delivery organizations and for providing convenient food distribution hours. 
Program leaders explained they needed more volunteers to deliver food in rural or 
remote areas. Rising gas prices often exacerbate volunteer shortages, mainly if they 
aren’t reimbursed for gas. It has become much more challenging for organizations 
to find and retain volunteers post-COVID-19. Organizations expressed the need for 
recognition or incentives, including mileage or gas reimbursement, for volunteers to 
attract and retain regular volunteers. They recommended that the county provide 
sponsorships or flexible funding so they can support their volunteers. Assessment 
Participants also asked for multi-year funding, including general operating support 
and food purchasing costs, especially for small organizations with separate budgets 
for infrastructure needs.
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6) 	More Expert Staff Is Needed, Including 
Case Managers and Dietitians

Case Managers or Well-Trained Staff Needed
Assessment participants expressed the critical need for a 
staff person to answer phone calls and connect community 
members to appropriate resources (the issue of individuals 
falling through the cracks because organizations do not 
have the staffing capacity to follow up with the community). 
The person answering the phone must be educated, 
knowledgeable, and aware of available resources. This 
would reduce the impacts described above regarding post-
pandemic shifts. Assessment participants shared that 
funding is needed for more case management staffing in 
organizations that provide direct services to the community 
to prevent people from “falling through the cracks.” 

Exciting Possibility: One participant shared that they 
are involved with a local Sonoma Connect effort, “A 
Community Information Exchange (CIE) is a community-
led ecosystem of multidisciplinary network partners using 
a shared language, a resource database, and integrated 
technology platforms to deliver enhanced community care 
planning.”30 They suggested this might be a good tool and 
effort for addressing some aspects of this issue.

Dietitian Services Needed
Several interviewees expressed a need to access dietitian 
services in Sonoma County and the state, mainly services with 
cultural competency. Meals on Wheels and medically tailored 
meals require a dietitian to oversee new menu development. 
Federal programs also require nutritional review. Without 
enough registered dietitian services, programs rely on set 
menus, which can reduce their appeal to specific ethnic 
groups. It’s a burden for nonprofits to have Registered 
Dietitians on staff because of the pay rate. Assessment 
participants recommended that the County of Sonoma could 
make staff Dietitians available to CBOs. Ideally, dietitians 
would be culturally competent to enable menus that were 
appealing to the diverse communities in Sonoma County.  

30	 Sonoma Connect, https://www.sonomaconnect.org/ 

"This is the highest 
priority for (us)... 
they may call 
because they need 
a meal or a ride, but 
after a case manager 
speaks to them, 
they might discover 
much more that 
this person needs. 
We wouldn’t know 
this if no person on 
the other side could 
answer these calls." 

~Food provider

“The highest paid 
person in the 
agency, the hourly 
rate, should be your 
executive director, 
you would think. 
It's our registered 
dietician, and 
they're getting 
harder and harder 
to come by.”

~Food provider

https://www.sonomaconnect.org/
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7) 	Rural and Remote Communities and Neighborhoods 
of Sonoma County Have Basic Transportation 
Challenges and Feel Overlooked

Many organizations noted that the county needs more public 
transportation for people who need food. This problem is exacerbated in 
rural and remote areas, where food-insecure people may lack access to a 
vehicle. Organizations also noted that asking volunteers to deliver food in 
remote areas is hard without gas money. Roads inaccessible to large food 
distribution trucks were identified as a challenge unique to rural areas. 

Many stated that there is a perception that Santa Rosa is the central focus 
of organizations and resources while the west and north areas of the 
county are being overlooked.

Additional funding is also needed for volunteer home delivery efforts 
to cover transportation expenses (gas) for those bringing food to 
distribution locations. Home-delivered meals rely on volunteers, but with 
few volunteers and long driving distances, transportation was a barrier 
to increasing home-delivered meals. Participants recommended that 
additional financial support for transportation is needed for those trying to 
access food distribution sites, particularly those in rural, remote areas. 

“Transportation 
is a HUGE issue" 

~Focus group participant
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8) Examine What Information Is Needed and for What

The Need for Data
Interviewees talked about the need to understand “what the hunger gap” is, where 
pockets of food insecurity existed, whether their programs were making the difference 
they wanted, and about requirements for data to access state and federal grants. As 
Ag Innovations conducted this Assessment, it became clear that a lack of quantitative 
data about Sonoma County made it challenging to name the gap by community 
and region. The Hunger Index31, which tracked the number of missing meals using 
data available by the county, has not been updated and shared in several years. 
Interviewees shared data regarding how many meals were served, how many pounds 
of food were given, and how many people received services. However, providers did 
not collect data in a shared format across organizations. Redwood Empire Food Bank 
(REFB) does have a “W5 Project32” that asks for basic “who, what, when, where, and 
why”; however, that only applies to organizations that partner with REFB. They do not 
want to be accountable for providing inaccurate information or not seeing the results.

The Need for Privacy
Along with this need, many food providers described their hesitation to collect data 
as they felt it would be a barrier to their client's acceptance of the food due to time 
constraints, mistrust of sharing information with institutions, or a desire to protect 
personal privacy. Information gathering can turn a casual moment of getting extra 
groceries or a prepared meal into something more invasive. Food providers do not 
want to collect information about legal status. We also heard about some communities 
feeling “over-surveyed.” 

The Need for Reporting
Organizations want to maintain low-barrier services by not requesting too much 
information from the community. However, some organizations cannot apply for 
specific grants due to reporting requirements. CBOs requested that the county 
coordinate or support a database for nonprofits to centralize information regarding 
communities served, amount/type of services provided, etc. 

31	 Annual Sonoma County Hunger Index, Sonoma County,  https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:-
text=to%20Human%20Services-,Annual%20Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20Reports%20
that%201%2F3,Residents%20Went%20Hungry%20in%202018&text=Sonoma%20County%20residents%20
with%20incomes,gas%20to%20get%20to%20work, accessed September 5, 2024 

32	 W5 Project: Programs, Redwood Empire Food Bank, https://refb.org/programs-initiatives/w5-project.html, 
accessed September 5, 2024 

https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=to%20Human%20Services-,Annual%20Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20Reports%20that%201%2F3,Residents%20Went%20Hungry%20in%202018&text=Sonoma%20County%20residents%20with%20incomes,gas%20to%20get%20to%20work
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=to%20Human%20Services-,Annual%20Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20Reports%20that%201%2F3,Residents%20Went%20Hungry%20in%202018&text=Sonoma%20County%20residents%20with%20incomes,gas%20to%20get%20to%20work
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=to%20Human%20Services-,Annual%20Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20Reports%20that%201%2F3,Residents%20Went%20Hungry%20in%202018&text=Sonoma%20County%20residents%20with%20incomes,gas%20to%20get%20to%20work
https://sonomacounty.ca.gov/hunger-index-2019#:~:text=to%20Human%20Services-,Annual%20Sonoma%20County%20Hunger%20Index%20Reports%20that%201%2F3,Residents%20Went%20Hungry%20in%202018&text=Sonoma%20County%20residents%20with%20incomes,gas%20to%20get%20to%20work
https://refb.org/programs-initiatives/w5-project.html
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9) 	Challenges and Opportunities Faced by 
Farm-to-Food-Bank Providers

Sonoma County is blessed with excellent growers and growing 
conditions. However, farm-to-food-bank providers face unique 
storage and distribution challenges.

Insufficient Infrastructure and Distribution
Farm-to-food-bank providers face the challenge of insufficient 
storage space, including refrigeration, for the volume of 
produce harvested. This limitation affects operational 
efficiency, forcing the farms to distribute large quantities of 
produce quickly.

Funding for Operational Support
Securing grants for general operating expenses is challenging, 
mainly when a significant portion of the budget is allocated 
to overhead costs. Funding is typically restricted to 
programming and infrastructure, which limits their ability to 
hire the necessary staff. Some farm-to-food-bank providers 
mentioned that they could expand their operations with 
sufficient staff. Additionally, funding is often inconsistent 
and competitive; multi-year financing is needed. Like other 
organizations within the food distribution network, they also 
face difficulties finding and retaining volunteers.

School Contracts 
Partnering with schools to supply fresh produce is challenging 
because schools are locked into large government contracts.

“Much of our 
produce is picked 
on Wednesdays and 
Saturday mornings. 
Wednesday, it's 
picked, and it's 
packed. And by 
11 am, sometimes 
it's 2000 pounds 
of tomatoes, chili 
peppers, squash, 
etc. all in one day 
[...] it generally 
gets distributed 
immediately. And 
that has something 
to do with the fact 
that none of us 
have storage or cold 
storage space.” 

~Food provider
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10) Opportunities in Food Recovery

As described in Chapter 3, several initiatives throughout the county aim to recover food 
leftovers and reduce food waste, including the Sonoma County Food Recovery Coalition 
and Zero Waste Sonoma, which collaborate with the food distribution network. By way 
of example, a volunteer organization in Sonoma Valley recovered 46,000 lbs of food in 
2022 from only one grocery store.  

Still, insufficient funding exists to support food movement from stores to the distribution 
network. Those working on food recovery noted a need for funding and better 
coordination between stores and community-based organizations doing food recovery.

However, it is essential to note that people receiving food were also concerned about 
food quality, expiration dates, and the health of their food. Reconciling this dynamic 
will be necessary for food recovery efforts to succeed. There was particular awareness 
and interest from transitional youth and the groups serving them. Given the need for 
prepared meals, however, there does appear to be untapped potential in this arena. 

Assessment participants reported that there is already some outstanding leadership in 
the county regarding food recovery but that there is an opportunity for a lot more. Some 
community-based organizations are also partnering with Zero Waste Sonoma and school 
districts to recover food for distribution. 

“We can get funding 
for my walk-in, 
which is beautiful, 

and resources that people 
don't often have. And that's 
important to my work. But 
if I don't have enough time 
and can't pay enough people 
to take advantage of all 
those resources, I can't fully 
use the stuff even though 
I can pay for the things.” 

~Food provider
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What Should the County of Sonoma Do to Improve or 
Support the Food Distribution System?
Ag Innovations asked all Assessment participants, “What can the County of Sonoma do to 
improve or support the food distribution system? What is its role? What is the low-hanging 
fruit?” Below is a summary of what was learned. 

1) 	While Many Food Assistance Options Are Available,  
Chronic Needs Have Increased. 

A significant message was that various food assistance options can meet multiple needs. 
Interviewees and focus group participants stressed that expanding CalFresh, universal school 
meals, home-delivered meals, and Meals on Wheels can address the need. Interviewees also 
pointed out that direct monetary assistance addresses the need. Interviewees and focus 
group participants explained that supporting the diverse CBOs providing different food 
distribution outlets also addresses food and nutrition security. They also noted that accessing 
food from farms, food banks, and food donations works. 

However, short-term programs that began during an emergency need but have evolved into 
chronic needs should be integrated into a coordinated system. Food providers have identified 
that it is challenging to take advantage of diverse approaches fit for different people to create 
a well-coordinated, workable, highly functional system.

2) 	Greater Leadership and Coordination from the  
County of Sonoma Needed

Most interviewees thought the County of Sonoma, including the Human Services Department 
and the Department of Health Services, should have more leadership and coordination in food 
distribution, particularly given the lack of funding, volunteers, and the need to evolve services. 
Interviewees stressed that civil society should augment county services, not replace them. 

Many interviewees expressed a desire for improved coordination among food providers. 
Organizational representatives worry that sister organizations have good strategies they need 
to learn about. The County Advisory Group observed that food providers are so focused on 
providing for the needs that it is tough to step back and work on systems change outside their 
daily operations.

Many noted that the lack of staff devoted to non-emergency food and nutrition distribution 
means that questions that require ongoing system coordination and information-gathering, 
analysis, and distribution are not addressed. Some noted that the Hunger Index helped 
answer this question in the past, but since it is no longer coordinated by staff, it is tough 
to answer “What’s the current need?” and “Where are the gaps?” They noted that Sonoma 
County needs a system and a plan to take advantage of diverse approaches developed for 
different people to create a workable, functional system.
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Exciting Possibility: One food provider praised Petaluma’s efforts in providing 
fliers for food access in every office. They suggested that every county location 
could have a “No Wrong Door” initiative, including a list of available resources and 
promoted in all county offices and libraries. They also suggested that libraries could 
have food pantries. Others mentioned 211 (an online list of local social services and 
resources, https://211sonoma.org/) as a valuable and helpful resource, although it 
needs to be continuously updated. Focus group participants mentioned using it, but 
not all sites were updated. Many participants recommended the county consider a 
“No Wrong Door” initiative that enables easy access to services regardless of where 
someone enters the system, in addition to continuing to support 211.

3) Dedicated County of Sonoma Staff Is Needed

Many recommended that the County of Sonoma hire staff to coordinate non-
emergency food/nutrition distribution. This staff would collect information from food 
distribution organizations and use that information to improve food distribution access 
across the county. This new staff position or positions would convene food distribution 
providers to share best practices and identify service and access gaps. It would also 
work closely with county departments, including those serving people experiencing 
homelessness, aging, and other issues that could lead to food insecurity.

Ag Innovations also understands that a primary challenge for Sonoma County CalFresh 
applications is that while CalFresh and MediCal applications jumped drastically, 
staffing stayed the same after the 2017 fires, partly due to the vacancy rate of jobs in 
the County of Sonoma. This challenge must be addressed to respond to the apparent 
needs of the food insecure. 

CBOs recommend the county provide more information on what works and where the 
gaps are, track critical information to help decision-making, connect and coordinate 
food providers to learn and implement best practices, and partner. They recommend 
dedicated staff to fulfill this function.

4) 	More Flexible and Certain Funding Needed 

In the last section, many challenges with funding were described. Some are within the 
county’s control; some may be within its influence. Assessment participants shared 
that program certainty and effectiveness would be supported by ensuring that funding 
is flexible, can be used to fulfill a wide range of needs, can be used between programs, 
and has a longer time horizon. See the opportunities above.

https://211sonoma.org/
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5) 	Sharing Resources and Solving Higher-Level Problems also Helps

Sharing land, sharing registered dietitians, and sharing clear, curated information would be of great 
support to the CBOs. See the opportunities above. Likewise, the county may play a role in advocating 
for changes to state and federal programs. See recommendations in Chapter 5. 

6) 	Provide Land in Addition to Other Kinds of Resources

Access to land goes hand in hand with access to food. Focus group participants would like to see the 
county supporting nonprofits purchasing land that is accessible to the community so the community 
can grow food and feed themselves. 

“Please bring more 
resources to Guerneville 
and Forestville. We do not 
have all the necessary 
resources to take care of 
our families like we would 
like to. Frequently, we have 
to travel to Santa Rosa to 
access resources, but even 
then, sometimes, we can’t 
get help because we live 
outside their service area, 
so we are not eligible to 
receive resources. Santa 
Rosa has a lot of agencies 
and resources because they 
have many more people 
living there, but we don’t.” 

~Focus group participant

7) 	Challenges and Issues Unique to 
Supervisorial Districts

Assessment participants across the county 
shared the themes listed above. Below are 
challenges that were unique to specific districts. 

First, regarding issues in Sonoma Valley, we 
were directed to rely on the Sonoma Valley Food 
Assessment, which was recently developed in 
2023. It points to many of the same issues that 
this report identifies.  

Many stated there is a perception that Santa 
Rosa is the central focus of organizations and 
resources while the west and north areas of the 
county are being overlooked. Even in Santa Rosa, 
however, transportation of food from distribution 
sites to home can be a barrier. 

Likewise, rural areas in the west and north of 
Sonoma County do not have the same resources 
provided, and food providers sometimes lack 
access to essential food items for distribution. 
Their clients are likewise limited as they cannot 
access services in other parts of the county.

Given transportation challenges in the county's 
northwest corner, food providers may have to rely 
more on Mendocino than Sonoma County.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f86171d99cfba2bdff939d0/t/63dc68f48cd44127e74501c1/1675389179278/FINAL+REPORT+SV+Food+Security+2023.pdf
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Exciting Possibility: West County Health Centers, River to Coast Children’s Services, 
and the Guerneville School District are leading a collaborative effort known as 
“Project 100”33. Part of this initiative aims to promote equity in access to healthy 
food for families in the lower Russian River area of Sonoma County. Their guiding 
star is that “all 0-5-year-olds in the Lower Russian River Area thrive in safe, stable, 
and nurturing relationships and environments.”  

Where More Investigation Is Needed: 
An assessment like this always uncovers more questions. Here were the areas for 
additional investigation that Ag Innovations either did not explore due to scope or that 
were discovered and deserve more attention.

1)	 Pregnant Women and Families with Young Children: Ag Innovations did 
not thoroughly explore issues and opportunities facing pregnant women and 
families with young children. We recommend continuing the assessment to 
follow up on those questions.

2)	 Transitional Youth and LGBTQIA+: Ag Innovations looked for organizations 
focused on issues related to Transitional Youth and LGBTQIA+. Still, Ag 
Innovations could not find organizations that could speak on behalf of these 
groups regarding food distribution. The learnings we gathered were drawn from 
organizations that provided services to these groups among a wider population. 
For transitional youth, an organization that supported and advocated on their 
behalf recently closed. There appears to be a gap in advocacy, organization, 
and support in these areas related to food distribution. 

Conclusions
People who experience food insecurity and the food providers who support 
them share many important messages. These included flexibility, adaptability to 
local needs and circumstances, and the number of exciting opportunities to take 
advantage of. In Chapter 5, we have carefully summarized the recommendations, 
ensuring that they reflect those listed in Chapter 4.

33	 Project 100, https://www.project100.info/Project-100-Proyecto-100-5c614601e5d641e29b63a62a2faf888e 

https://www.project100.info/Project-100-Proyecto-100-5c614601e5d641e29b63a62a2faf888e
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Chapter 5:

Recommendations, 
Strategies, and 
Activities
Previous chapters outlined our goals, approach, and findings. In 
this chapter, we use our experience, insight from our partners, and 
Assessment participants to make recommendations to improve 
food distribution in Sonoma County. Each broad recommendation 
includes strategies to support it and specific activities that the county 
and the NGO community can take to support it. There are three 
separate sections: recommendations for the County of Sonoma, 
recommendations for food distribution NGOs, and areas to investigate.

The county has an 
opportunity and strong 
community support to 
lead food and nutrition 
security responses 
collaboratively in 
Sonoma County. 
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Section 1:  
Recommendations for the County of Sonoma
The County of Sonoma should recognize and elevate its role as a collaborative 
leader in addressing food and nutrition security in Sonoma County.

The county has an opportunity and strong community support to lead food and 
nutrition security responses collaboratively in Sonoma County. 

1

What is food and nutrition security? 
Referring back to the USDA definitions shared in Chapter 2, food security means 
“access at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life,” and nutrition 
security implies that “people have consistent and equitable access to healthy, 
safe, affordable foods essential to optimal health and well-being.” 

What does collaborative leadership mean?
	● Ensure consistent, dedicated staffing and leadership to respond to the 

challenge and partner effectively with the community. 
	● Ask the right questions by helping partners understand and identify the 

problem and how it changes over time based on the best available data. 
	● Create an opportunity for a shared and evolving vision integrated into 

core, guiding documents.
	● Convene internal and external stakeholders–including traditional and 

emerging allies, to identify issues, address assumptions, and implement 
tested solutions. 

	● Make change where the collaborative leader is uniquely positioned to do so.
	● Remove obstacles from staff and partners’ path to addressing this 

challenge.

It does not mean… taking sole responsibility for each person experiencing food 
insecurity. Food and nutrition security are systemic and extensive problems. 
Providing collaborative leadership knits together community responses and 
guides practical actions.  

The strategies below identify how the county can implement this primary 
recommendation. 
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	■ STRATEGY 1: 

Create a Staffing Structure to Allow the County to Become an 
Effective Partner in Fostering Community Food and Nutrition 
Security within the County.

	▶ Activities
A.	 Ensure the county staffing structure enables collaborative leadership across 

departments and with civil society. This includes shared goal-setting with the 
county and CBOs, an ongoing cross-departmental work group, and data and 
information collection and sharing across departments and CBOs. Review job 
descriptions to ensure cross-departmental collaboration is a requirement. 

B.	 Continue the County Advisory Group on Food Distribution, chaired by 
UCCE Sonoma, which was developed to provide input on this assessment. 
Encourage key HSD leaders to participate in this cross-departmental work 
group. As discussed below, this body could convene an annual food and 
nutrition forum and working groups in partnership with other entities.

C.	 Establish a formal county staff position focused on food and nutrition 
security. The leader in this role would have collaborative leadership skills, 
understand their role in helping different food distribution system actors 
collaborate effectively, and have the convening and facilitation skills to support 
collective learning and action. This person would be responsible for increasing 
system resilience, including developing support for collective goals, convening 
partners to identify new challenges and approaches, identifying risks and 
vulnerabilities, developing contingency plans among county departments 
and NGO providers, and collaborative planning for continuity for the broader 
network for potential changes. This person would raise the profile of these 
issues across county departments, collect and organize hunger, food, and 
nutrition security information for program improvements, coordinate local 
government leaders with hunger, food, and nutrition security roles, and support 
effective county department and NGO meetings to improve services and secure 
more funds for the food distribution system. 

D.	 Identify food and nutrition county liaisons for particularly vulnerable, 
identity-based populations. Identity-based communities (such as African 
Americans, Native Americans, and others) recommended this as a means to 
share and allay their concerns and find ways to address their needs. Ensure they 
participate in the cross-departmental work group so these messages can inform 
other county staff members.
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	■ STRATEGY 2: 

Integrate these Recommendations into the County Strategic 
Plan and the Sonoma County General Plan. 

	▶ Activities
A.	 Build on the current County of Sonoma Strategic Plan, which intersects 

assessment findings related to racial equity and social justice, healthy and safe 
communities, and resilient infrastructure. 

B.	 Incorporate the strategy and vision into policy by directly addressing the 
appropriate element of the Sonoma County General Plan. 

	■ STRATEGY 3: 

The County Should Convene a Regular Forum and More 
Frequent Working Groups to Share Information and Best 
Practices, Build Relationships, and Learn across Sectors. 

	▶ Activities: 
A.	 Create a unifying strategy to align and integrate discrete efforts related to 

food and nutrition security to achieve systems-level change using a collective 
impact framework and community-centered approach.34 

B.	 Convene an annual forum that identifies and reflects on shared food and 
nutrition security goals and metrics across government, civil society and 
CBOs, business, and other allied institutions such as health care and schools. 
This forum should complement and build collaborative infrastructure capacity 
among current and new actors. Including the Sonoma COAD Food Access 
Group, the Sonoma County Food System Alliance, the Sonoma County Food 
Recovery Coalition,  the North Coast Emergency Food System Partnership, and 
community-based food networks. 

C.	 Work with current partnerships to improve the service of people who may be 
missed because wraparound services are not coordinated.

34	 The Sonoma County Food Action Plan has the pillar “Healthy Eating”. In it are three goals that may provide 
a starting place for this strategy document. They include “5 - Increase equitable access to healthy, afford-
able, safe and culturally appropriate food and beverage choices. 6 - Connect the food insecure with food and 
nutrition assistance programs. 7 - Increase education about local agriculture, nutrition, and the impact of food 
and beverage choices.”, https://sonomacofsa.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/scfsa_fap.pdf, 
accessed September 11, 2024 

https://sonomacofsa.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/scfsa_fap.pdf
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	■ STRATEGY 4: 

Find New Ways to Collect and Share Information and Enable 
Data-Driven Decision-Making. Create a Holistic Picture of the 
Problem and Measure Food and Nutrition Security Progress. 

	▶ Activities
A.	 Hire county staff to collect and share timely analyses of readily available and 

reliable information that gives the community insights into food and nutrition 
security. Measures like CalFresh applications, when paired with unemployment 
numbers, tracked over time, and shared regularly, helped emergency food 
providers look for trends during the pandemic, and similar measures could be 
identified now. This could build on the work that the prior Hunger Index group 
conducted.

B.	 Develop or partner to create a shared database across service providers that 
provides centralized information about communities served, quantity and 
type of services offered, etc.

C.	 Convene a working group on program evaluation and accountability. 
Identifying how to show impact, provide accountability, and evaluate 
approaches is essential. The working group should:
i.	 Use consensus-based approach to decision-making;
ii.	 Revisit what participant data is collected, how it is analyzed, and what 

that information illuminates to allay individual mistrust and organizational 
reluctance to collect personal data;

iii.	 Identify creative partnerships with trusted institutions that can collect and 
share food and nutrition security data without adding burdens to food 
distribution providers;

iv.	 Identify the most helpful program evaluation approaches;
v.	 Identify other learning and reflection methods to evaluate impact, such 

as storytelling from frontline staff and volunteers, regular reflection and 
evaluation, and progress toward collective goals and 

vi.	 Research other programs in different counties or states that have made 
progress on these critical questions, including Alameda County, which was 
mentioned several times.
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	■ STRATEGY 5: 

Increase the County of Sonoma effectiveness in administering 
government safety-net food programs. 

	▶ Activities
A.	 Continue to improve education, enrollment, and retention in county-

administered nutrition assistance programs, including CalFresh (federally, 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program); Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC); home-delivered meals, and congregant dining. Look to other regions for 
inspiration (Oakland/Alameda County and Minneapolis were noted several times, 
as was Marin Heal).

B.	 Continue to look for ways to destigmatize and broaden access and enrollment 
in services. 

C.	 Increase County of Sonoma staffing levels and available technology to prioritize 
customer service, turnaround time, language access, and application assistance.

D.	 Advocate at the state and federal levels for increases in CalFresh eligibility 
criteria, which are based on 200 percent of the federal poverty level and do not 
appropriately account for Sonoma County’s high cost of living.

	■ STRATEGY 6: 

Increase the Capacity of Community-Based Organizations (CBOs) 
through Direct Funding and Organizational Resiliency.

	▶ Activities
A.	 Provide multi-year funding that includes general operating support, with 

a separate budget for infrastructure needs. Provide flexible funding that 
recognizes that organizations serve diverse communities, rural and urban 
locations, and different kinds of support. Funding must recognize options such as 
choosing groceries, home delivery, or congregant dining. 

B.	 Provide funding that supports home delivery preferences by supporting 
mileage reimbursement and gas cards for volunteers or other kinds of 
sponsorship, celebration, or incentives.

C.	 Support food distributors’ organizational stability by increasing the longevity 
and certainty of funding sources (thus reducing the need for grant funding) and 
stabilizing funding requirements; provide low-barrier, quick-turnaround-time 
matching grant programs to leverage additional outside grant funds. 

D.	 Fund staffing for nonprofit case managers and tie it to a “No Wrong Door” 
countywide initiative. 
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E.	 Subsidize nonprofit usage of county-employed 
dietitians to support their ability to develop 
culturally appropriate and enticing prepared meals. 

F.	 Ease administrative burden when funding 
nonprofit organizations using consistent forms, 
portals, and questions.

G.	 Leverage and reinforce overlapping systems 
(healthcare, schools, etc.) to improve coverage 
(reaching people in their homes via care workers, 
better and more coordinated intake and on-
ramps) and support access to food distribution at 
accessible places, including schools and primary 
healthcare locations. 

H.	 Provide funds for nonprofit management training 
and strategic planning support. 

I.	 Offer in-kind services to nonprofit organizations, 
including supporting food safety compliance 
and training, volunteer training, and working on 
different ways to collect data and support grants.

J.	 Provide operational support and organizational 
capacity to food distribution centers, 
including grassroots organizations, for learning, 
communication, collaboration, pilots in process or 
locations, training, and staffing. Ask for evidence 
that partners are optimizing for their strengths 
and the community’s needs and minimizing 
redundancy.

K.	 Support improvements in food distribution sites 
using the levers available to the county, including 
making land available for growing, enabling the 
co-location of high-demand services, or enabling 
relationships that make those partnerships 
possible. Work with public transportation to 
optimize food distribution sites. 

L.	 The development of transportation routes that 
enable easy transport from food distribution site 
to home should be carefully mapped.
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Section 2:  
Recommendations for Food Distribution CBOs 
in Sonoma County
Unsurprisingly, this assessment's recommendations were directed to food 
providers in particular. This section captures recommendations directed to 
the CBOs in Sonoma County rather than the county. These recommendations 
will reinforce the CBOs' current activities or near-term direction.

2

Recommendation 1: Continue to answer the questions, “What does this 
community want and need, and how is it most effectively delivered?” It is 
clear that CBOs are devoted to these questions, and it is also clear that as 
our communities evolve in their needs, the CBOs will need to continue to 
respond in ways that match that evolution. 

Recommendation 2: Continue to look for opportunities to co-locate food 
distribution services with others; provide “micro” distribution sites that 
enable access in small, rural, or remote communities.

Recommendation 3: Continue to focus on providing choice and making food 
accessible, whether by making it culturally relevant, tailoring it to what your 
community wants regarding preparation, transport, or delivery, or reducing 
administrative barriers to access.

Recommendation 4: Add share tables to food distribution sites so people 
can take or leave items, mainly if you offer pre-packed bags or boxes. 

Recommendation 5: Offer to distribute food before or after work.

Recommendation 6: Clarify nutrition and food distribution goals when 
providing services.

Recommendation 7: Train volunteers to support cultural competency when 
distributing food.

Recommendation 8: More investigation should be conducted to ensure that 
school meals can be staffed during breaks when not funded and adequately 
provided for through current food provider support. School meals are well-
provided for the school year, but the status during school breaks is unclear. 

Recommendation 9: More investigation is needed about how canned food 
is distributed. Many participants stated that they received canned food; 
however, Redwood Empire Food Bank does not include canned food in food 
distributions to partners. 
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Conclusion
While the challenges are numerous when reflecting on food and nutrition security, it is 
essential to celebrate the vibrancy of the human services sector, its creativity, and its 
willingness to adapt and take advantage of what’s available to meet the community's needs. 

Below is a summary of patterns that Ag Innovations has gleaned about effective food 
distribution. They represent some of the broad messages that we heard. 

1.	 Successful food security is about quality, not just quantity of calories. People 
experiencing food insecurity are still concerned about quality, freshness, and 
relevance to their culture. They are also worried about nutrition and whether it helps 
them improve their health or decreases it. 

2.	 Keep celebrating and providing culturally relevant recipes and food. 

3.	 Continue efforts to destigmatize need and increase a focus on outcomes with 
programs such as the universal school meals or the “No Wrong Door” initiative.

4.	 Continue to focus on providing choice and making food accessible, whether by 
making it culturally relevant, tailoring it to what your community wants regarding 
preparation, transport, or delivery, or reducing administrative barriers to access.

5.	 People are grateful for these distributions, but they also need them to be 
conveniently located and easily accessible for them to be helpful. To the extent 
that it can be, they’d like to come, get their food, and go on about their day.

6.	 Food security is one part of helping people thrive, and the wraparound services 
were also crucial for ensuring that assistance made the best impact. 

7.	 Building and maintaining trust is critical to effectively providing services to people 
experiencing food insecurity.

8.	 Experiment and support pilots to help the community test and learn what works 
best and adapt as times change. 

Throughout our interviews, focus groups, and research, we came 
away with a sense of gratitude and appreciation and a striving for 
continuous and collective improvement. We hope the learnings 
and recommendations we share here will help Sonoma County 
continue supporting a healthy, thriving, resilient community. 
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Appendices
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Appendix A:

Food-Provider  
Interview Protocol,  
Food-Provider Questions, 
Focus Group Protocol, and  
Discussion Questions

Food-Provider Interview Protocol

Preamble:

	▶ Who we are and who I am

	▶ We are interviewing a cross-section of formal and informal providers based on 
representation across food distribution  channels, strong representation from 
those working in/with populations most impacted by food insecurity. 

	▶ We’re conducting a Food Distribution System Assessment for the Human 
Services Department in Sonoma County. The ultimate goal is to help the Board 
of Supervisors approach food security holistically, especially funding decisions. 

	▶ We’ll be working to better understand food security in Sonoma County by 
reviewing resources, interviewing food providers and other informants, and 
conducting focus groups with people experiencing food insecurity. 

	▶ We aim to complete the Assessment in Fall 2024. We will make sure you get the 
final report.

	▶ Confidentiality. We will take notes and use this conversation to shape our 
approach and the Assessment. We will not share any identifying information or 
attribute any remarks to you. Still, we plan on sharing within our project team, 
including Julia Van Soelen Kim and Mimi Enright from UCCE. 

	▶ Any questions before we begin? 
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Food Provider Questions

(a) Provider Data
	● Target population(s): 
	● Type of service provided: 
	● The scale of service provided: 

(b) Provider Input - This next set of questions is about your 
experience as a provider.

1.	 Successes - specific. From your perspective, what is working well for your 
food distribution work?

2.	 Successes - general. In Sonoma County, what do you think is working well 
to distribute food across the county? In what ways is this system successful? 

3.	 Challenges. What are the particular challenges in your service area? (where 
not working)
○	 Do you find any towns or regions with particular challenges?
○ 	 What are the biggest challenges to overcome in ensuring that all 

Sonoma County residents have equitable access to healthy food? 
○ 	 Which people have the most significant challenges? 
○ 	 Are there different challenges in the county's regions?
○ 	 What’s changed post-Covid? 

4.	 Needs. Do you see particular communities or groups having specific 
challenges meeting their nutritional needs?

5.	 Opportunities. What opportunities do you see for addressing these 
food security needs? What are the conditions needed to make these 
opportunities possible? 

6.	 County Role: What should the county do to improve or support the food 
distribution system? Ideally, what is the county's role? Is there any low-
hanging fruit? 

7.	 Final Input. Is there anything else you would like to add before we close?

8.	 Information. Do you have any data you would be willing to share with us 
that could give the county some insight into the patterns and trends around 
unmet nutritional needs? 
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Focus Group Protocol and Discussion Questions
We are working with Ag Innovations to gather information for the Sonoma County 
Board of Supervisors. The Board of Supervisors is looking for suggestions to 
improve food distribution in the county. We want to have an open discussion with 
you about your experiences accessing food through food pantries, home-delivered 
meals, and other food distribution sites. There are no right or wrong answers. No 
identifying information will be attributed to you or shared. 

Our partner, Ag Innovations, has been interviewing people who run food pantries, 
food distribution centers, and meal delivery programs. We want to learn more 
about your experiences using these resources. 

1.	 Ag Innovations has heard that some people have good experiences 
accessing food resources. Can you tell us about a time when you had a 
good experience getting food? This can include picking up food from a 
food pantry, receiving a home-delivered meal, etc. 
a.	 Did they have appropriate food for you?
b.	 Did people treat you respectfully?

2.	 Ag Innovations has also heard about times when people did not like their 
experiences trying to access food. Can you tell us when you did not have 
a good experience getting food? This can include picking up food from a 
food pantry or receiving a home-delivered meal.
a.	 Tell us about the food quality and variety.
b.	 Tell us about how you were treated.
c.	 Other issues/barriers.

3.	 Tell us about what you would change to make the experience better.

4.	 Tell us about a time when you could not access food resources. What 
prevented you from getting food?

5.	 Do you think your experiences getting food have changed over time (e.g., 
since the fires/pandemic/changes in the economy, etc.)? Why/how?

6.	 When you access food services, what makes it easy for that to happen? 
a.	 Are there better operating hours/locations?
b.	 Why?

7.	 What else feels helpful for us to know about your experience getting help 
in meeting your food needs?
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Appendix B:

Interview and  
Focus Group Data 
Analysis Codes

1. 	 Demographic Information	
1.a 	 Characteristics of food-insecure 

people	

1.a.b	Cost of Living	

2. 	 Equity Challenges and 
Recommendations	
2.a 	 Are there opportunities to take 

advantage of?	

3. 	 Food Bank Participant Barriers	
3.a	 Barriers - Lack of convenience	

3.a.a Food variety and quality	

3.a.b	Location	

3.a.c	 Operating hours	

3.a.d	Transportation	
3.b	 Cultural incongruence	

3.b.a	Eating habits and preferred 
foods	

3.b.b Language barrier	

3.b.c	Unwelcoming environment	
3.c	 Dignity and stigma	
3.d	 Food costs	
3.e	 Lack of awareness	
3.f 	 Lack of trust in the system	
3.g	 Relationships	

4. 	 Food Provider Information	
4.a 	 Provider Barriers	

5. 	 Insecurity Trends	
5.a 	 Are there gaps by region?	
5.b 	 Unmet food distribution 

needs?	

6. 	 Recommendations	
6.a 	 Community cohesion/

connections	
6.b 	 Financial incentives	
6.c 	 Food accessibility	
6.d 	 Food quality	
6.e 	 Funding	
6.f 	 Health promoting environment	
6.g 	 Improving coordination	
6.h 	 Infrastructure	
6.i 	 What works now?	

6.i.a	 Partnerships/relationships	

7. 	 Tools or processes to assess needs	

8. 	 Vision in 3-10 years: what could the 
food distribution system look like?

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tGhexa8rpEFfNjOMmHnmInVyXO6if8RwZBMAtceNZXo/edit#heading=h.1abhyv6u7xll
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tGhexa8rpEFfNjOMmHnmInVyXO6if8RwZBMAtceNZXo/edit#heading=h.1abhyv6u7xll
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Appendix C: 

Stipend Policy

Sonoma County Food Distribution System 
Assessment: Stipend Policy 
The County of Sonoma Board of Supervisors directed the Human Services Department 
to conduct a Food Distribution System Assessment. Ag Innovations has been 
contracted to facilitate the Assessment. 

Ag Innovations Network (AIN) is honored to facilitate the Assessment project and 
believes that its success depends on engaging the expertise of those working in and 
experiencing these food distribution systems. To reduce barriers to participation and 
increase fairness and the diversity (in terms of profession, communities served, etc.) of 
perspectives included in the Assessment, we offered a stipend. 

Eligibility 

Eligibility rules and criteria for stipends include: 
	● Candidates must ontribute two or more hours of time. 
	● No more than one stipend is allowed per person. 
	● Payments will be based on attendance, and participants must sign in at every 

meeting for which they wish to receive reimbursement. 
	● Members employed by the county or an organization that can provide funds to 

participate will not be eligible for a stipend. This may include employees of large 
public institutions or private corporations. 

	● Eligible individuals will need to provide a current W-9. 
	● Ag Innovations is unable to compensate contributors under the following 

circumstances: 
	○ Your organization is already compensating you to participate in this role. 
	○ You are a representative from a county department or agency. 

While all individuals not excluded by the above criteria are welcome to request 
compensation, we ask members to consider individual financial needs so that we can 
prioritize available funding for those who would not otherwise be able to receive it. 
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Compensation Rates 

AIN has outlined three flat-rate Stipend Program tiers based on a $75/hour rate for an 
estimated number of hours by role. 

1. 	 Advisors - Members of our advisory structures (Expert Advisors and County 
Advisory Group) who meet the criteria will be eligible for a $500 stipend. 

2. 	 Focus group participants - Focus group participants will receive a $150 stipend 
for one-time participation and will be provided with food and childcare during 
the meeting. 

Disclaimer 

You will be issued a 1099-NEC Form by Ag Innovations at year-end if your annual 
earnings for participating with Ag Innovations exceeds $600. Nevertheless, it is crucial to 
note that any income, regardless of its amount, should be reported on your tax returns. 
For compliance assurance, it is advisable to consult with your tax professionals. 

Contact Information 

Juliana Birkhoff
Ag Innovations 
juliana@aginnovations.org 

Participant Acknowledgement 

I, ______________________________________, acknowledge that I have read and 
understand Ag Innovations’ Stipend Policy. I choose to - 

(a) Decline a time stipend. 

(b) Request a time stipend as funding allows. I verify that I fit the above criteria by 
requesting a time stipend. 

Signature: _____________________________________Date: ________________  

Email Address: ______________________________________________________ 

Mailing Address: ____________________________________________________

Employer: _________________________________________________________  

Title/Position: ______________________________________________________

mailto:juliana@aginnovations.org
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