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There are over 40 communities in Dallas—

as well as ten percent of the nation—that live in 
what is called a “food desert,” an area that lacks 
a means of getting fresh food within a one-mile 
radius. 

There are citizens in areas of south Dallas 
that have to travel upwards of ten miles to find 
the nearest healthy options for grocery shop-
ping. 

Often times, these people will look to their 
nearest convenience store and buy processed 
foods instead of taking long trips to the super-
market, which has been linked to the rise in 
obesity in Dallas from ten percent in 1990 to 31 
percent in 2014.  

Maintaining a healthy lifestyle for Dallasites 
who live in these areas is difficult without the 
easy source of fresh food, and students here take 
it for granted.

Food deserts have enveloped areas of Dallas, 
and one of these areas that has been affected the 
most is Oak Cliff. Someone who has seen these 
deserts spring up is Taylor Toynes, founder of 
For Oak Cliff — an initiative geared towards 
improving education opportunities in greater 
Dallas. A victim of the deserts himself, Toynes 
understands the effects and consequences the 
absence of a grocery store has on a community.

“My grandmother is in the hospital right 
now because she’s had congestive heart failure,” 
Toynes said, “and it really comes from poor 
eating. It’s hard for my grandmother to even get 
good food because there’s none around. I grew 
up in Oak Cliff, and I had a grocery store by my 
home, but for the past 15 years, there hasn't been 
one.”

Due to a phenomenon called supermar-
ket redlining where grocery stores pull out of 
low-income neighborhoods and move them to 
the suburbs, grocery stores have been increas-
ingly replaced by corner stores. Casey McMane-
min ‘79 has noticed this change over the years in 
his work as a member of the Citizens Homeless 
Commission. 

 “There were grocery stores in these neigh-
borhoods 20, 30 years before,” McManemin 
said. “What has happened is that these corner 
stores that have almost exclusively sold these 
processed food have filled that role. If I’m a 
large grocery store system, I say to myself: ‘Do I 
really want to take the risk of building a facility 
in an area where I don’t really know if there is 
demand?’”

Without these grocery stores, the conve-
nience stores with little access to healthy food 

are the sole source for many living 
in the deserts. For many kids in 

these areas, the artificial food 
that’s replacing real nutrition is 
increasingly turning into the 
status quo.

“Have you ever bought 
fruit from 7-11? It won’t be the 

first option you get going in 
there,” Toynes said. “You would 
rather buy fruit candy than actual 
fruit. You may see kids coming in 
with Takis and drinking soda for 

breakfast. They think that’s normal. It really lies 
in disparity that exists in our city as a whole that 
is really troubling.”

These unhealthy foods that are common for 
kids that are living in food deserts can also affect 

their education. Todd Williams, CEO of the 
Commit Partnership an organization that strives 
to provide a better education for DFW students, 
has witnessed first-hand the difficulties of stu-
dents lacking nutrition in their diets. 

“I think it's hard for a child coming to school 
who’s hungry to focus on the task in front of 
them,” Williams said. “In Dallas ISD, we now 
serve breakfast and lunch, and we have started 
launching some schools where we’re doing af-
ter-school enrichment and serving them dinner 
as well. A lot of kids really rely on the public 
schools to provide the bulk of their nutrition, so 
when they get their lunch on Friday, they might 
not have anything decent to eat until the follow-
ing Monday morning.”

Another who noticed the lack of nutrition 
that food deserts cause is Jackson Cole ‘16. 
During an internship with For Oak Cliff, he 
discovered that nobody can focus on an empty 
stomach.

“We wanted to build a culture of education 
in South Oak Cliff,” Cole said. “We had to focus 
on a lot of things for that, though. If kids are 
coming to school hungry and not eating lunch 
and going home hungry, it makes it really diffi-
cult to learn.”

In an effort to combat these areas without 
fresh food, many organizations have begun to 
plant community gardens to replace the lack of 
grocery stores including For Oak Cliff and Paul 
Quinn College. 

For Paul Quinn President Michael Sorrell, 
that all started with a Google search: What 
grows in Dallas? Since then, Sorrell partnered 
with philanthropist Trammell Crow, replacing 
the football field at his university with a commu-
nity garden. 

“It never should have worked,” Sorrell said, 
“there was no feasibility study, there was no 
blueprint, it was just righteous rage. Because 

for two years, we’d been trying to get someone 
to open a grocery store in this community, and 
everyone turned us down. We thought people 
shouldn’t have to live that way.”

Not only are community gardens important 
for a source of food, but they also build a sense 
of community and pride. 

“The community gardens are as important in 
the connection amongst the individuals partici-
pating in it and the impact it has on that immedi-
ate neighborhood because they have self esteem, 
they take pride and ownership in what they’re 
doing. That is essential in a neighborhood.”

With people building gardens and looking 
towards a future Dallas, Williams can see a 
future in which food deserts in Dallas are eradi-
cated.

“If the community decides that we own 
the outcome of every kid no matter what zip 
code they grow up in then absolutely,” Williams 
said. “But if we keep thinking of those kids as 
someone else’s kids and not our own kids, we’re 
going to continue to struggle with this. We’re 
going to keep struggling with the symptoms of 
the have and have nots and one of those is not 
having fresh food in parts of our cities.”
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“People deserve 
better lives. They 
deserve not to be 

chased by dogs. 
They deserve not 
to live wondering 

where a healthy 
meal is going to 

come from. They 
deserve to be in 

a community that 
is free of drug 

use and theft and 
danger. That’s not 

too much to ask. 
People deserve a 

life of dignity, and 
we intend to try and 

help them out.”

here are three grocery stores within a 
mile of the school. 

It takes less than a minute to get to 
Central Market, a minute and a half to 
get to Tom Thumb and — depending 
on the light at Northaven Road — three 
minutes to Whole Foods.

Three stores that have easily accessi-
ble, fresh food as well as job opportuni-
ties for members of the community that 
surround 10600 Preston Rd.

The situation here, however, is not 
the same for everyone in Dallas. 
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Keeping perspective

DESERTS IN DALLAS
A lack of grocery stores with healthy, fresh options on the shelves has led to the spread 
of ‘food deserts’ in the city. While they continue to be one of the most prevelant issues 
in Dallas, efforts are underway in the community to combat the problem. 

T

A LOOK AT THE DESERTS Over 40 communities in Dallas labeled as “food deserts.” Here is a map of 
where they are. While at first, it may seem like the deserts are only an issue in some parts of town, 
their prevalence is striking when looking at the city as a whole.
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9 grocery stores in southern 
section of Dallas — 54 
percent of the city’s 
geographical area

The Stats

23.5 million
people in the country live 

in food deserts
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