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component.  Ed also teaches a class on Diversity of Agricultural Production Systems in partnership 

with faculty from the West Central Research and Outreach Center.  A volunteer and shift leader at 

the Stevens County Food Shelf since March 2020, Ed grew up on a farm in North Central Iowa, with 

fond memories of cats, hogs, chickens, a huge garden, and an acre of asparagus.   

Danny Kenyon (VISTA volunteer, food security) 

Danny Kenyon graduated from UMN Morris in Spring 2021 and began her year of service with 

AmeriCorps VISTA in July. As a student she was a TRIO Student Support Services peer mentor for 

three years and worked on the food insecurity project and improving student access to resources 

her senior year. Danny now volunteers as a shift leader at the Stevens County Food Shelf as part of 

her VISTA role. Danny was excited to take this VISTA role as both her parents are chefs and most of 

her extended family lives and works on farms in rural SD and MN.  

Torin Klebba (UMN Morris student) 

Torin Klebba is the incoming Americorps VISTA volunteer who graduated from UMN Morris in 

Spring 2022 with a major in Political Science and a minor in Spanish. In 2021-2022, he served as a 

student intern for the Stevens County Food Security team, and assisted the team with research and 

miscellaneous tasks 
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Allison is a third year student at UMN Morris, double majoring in Environmental Studies and Studio 

Art. She was in 4-H for ten years and raised pigs and chickens. Allison has experience volunteering 

at her local food shelf in her hometown of Bemidji, MN and is currently volunteering once a week at 

the Stevens County Food Shelf. She also has experience volunteering at the Co-op grocery store 

where her mother is the produce manager. 

Argie Manolis (Director of Civic Learning and Engagement, UMN Morris) 
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Engagement at UMN Morris and is the VISTA supervisor.  

Lily Sugimura (UMN Morris student) 
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1. Project overview, definitions, and food security in Stevens County 

This report is the culmination of a year-long community food assessment conducted by staff, 

students, and faculty at the University of Minnesota Morris, and informed by an advisory 

council made up of key local stakeholders. The main goal of the community food assessment is 

to describe food security in Stevens County at both community and individual scales.   

Community Food Security (Hamm & Bellows 2003) 

“a situation in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, 

nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes 

community self-reliance and social justice” 

Individual or Household Food Security (Stevens County Food Assessment Research 

Team, based on literature review) 

A situation in which an individual or household at all times has access to sufficient 

nutritious and culturally acceptable foods that enable a healthy, active lifestyle. This 

means considering dietary requirements and restrictions, physical as well as economic 

access to food, and adequate facilities for food storage, preparation, and cooking. 

This assessment examines what food is grown in the county, what food is available, where food 

can be obtained in various forms, accessibility and affordability of food, as well as county 

residents’ experiences with and thoughts and suggestions about food.  Findings summarized 

below rely on several different types of data, including a household food security survey, a 

survey of prices and availability at area grocery stores, personal communications and 

observations, and secondary data (e.g., from the US Census Bureau).  More details about data 

collection and the key findings presented below are available in the full version of this report.   

Based on the (available and newly collected) data for this community food assessment, it is 

clear that Stevens County does not fit the definition of community food security because many 

residents are food insecure, food insecure residents tend to share characteristics of 

marginalized populations, and little of the food consumed in Stevens County is produced and 

processed in Stevens County.  Challenges with community food security are of course not 

necessarily uniquely to Stevens County, MN as they are at least in part a product of the way our 

regional, national, and global food supply chains presently function. 
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2. County Profile-Population, Food Assistance, Food Production 

With an estimated population of 9,700 (US Census), Stevens County is located in West-Central 

Minnesota. Seventy percent of the population lives in a city or town; over half of county 

residents live in Morris (population 5,280). More than 90% of county residents identify as 

white; 8% identify as Hispanic or Latino. Other racial or ethnic groups each represent less than 

2.5% of the population. Approximately 9% (870) of county residents have individual or 

household incomes below the poverty line. 

More than 250 households received SNAP (formerly known as Food Stamp) benefits between 

2016 and 2020, and many residents also make use of WIC*, NAPS*, and free and reduced 

lunches. Free and reduced lunch eligibility in the county’s three school districts ranges from 

16% at Hancock Secondary School to 45% at Chokio-Alberta Elementary School. During the 

COVID-19 pandemic, a significant increase in usage of emergency food services was observed. 

For example, the Stevens County Food Shelf reported a nearly 100% increase in household visits 

between the first half of 2021 and the first half of 2022 and in 2021 established a satellite food 

pantry on the UMN Morris campus.   

According to the Stevens County Household Food Security Survey (HFSS) conducted in spring 

2022, at least 22% of respondents were to some degree food insecure.  Student and food 

insecure respondents were generally more likely to report usually not eating one or more meals 

per day.  About one third in each group (although there is significant overlap between these 

groups) indicated they ate three or more meals per day, one-third ate between 2-3 meals per 

day, 17% ate 2 meals per day, and 14% of students and 17% of food insecure respondents 

reported they ate less than two meals per day.   

Land use in Stevens County is dominated by cultivated land (87% of total land use) including 

row crops such as corn (for grain and silage) and soybeans that each represent more than 40% 

of cropland acres (MN GEO, USDA Census of Agriculture 2017). Dry edible beans (3% of 

cropland) were the most grown directly edible crop in the county. Bonanza Bean (located in 

Morris, established in 2008) processes dry edible beans grown in and near Stevens County. 

Since the last Census of Agriculture, Fresha Carrots (established in 2019) has also begun locally 

growing and processing carrots at scale (hundreds of acres) in the county.  

Driven by several large operations, there were significant numbers of farm animals raised in 

Stevens County, including over 15,000 beef cattle, nearly 170,000 hogs and pigs, and more than 

20,000 dairy cows (USDA Census of Agriculture 2017).  There is only one meat processor 

(Hancock Quality Meats, Hancock) and there is no creamery or milk processing plant in the 

county. Almost all meat and dairy products available to residents are processed outside of 

Stevens County. 
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3. Food Resources-Access and Affordability 

Stevens County is home to one supermarket (Willie’s), one discount grocer (Meadowland 

Market), one ethnic grocery store (Mi San Juan Mini Market) and one local/organic/natural 

foods store (Pomme de Terre Foods). All these stores are in Morris. Hancock and Chokio each 

have one gas station at which some groceries can be purchased. Otherwise, all the 

establishments that sell groceries in Stevens County are in Morris. Hancock and Chokio each 

also have one bar and grill and the rest of the restaurants in the county are in Morris. 

More than 60% of HFSS respondents indicated they purchase most of their groceries at Willie’s. 

The next most common locations where most groceries were purchased included Aldi 

(Alexandria, 11.5%), WalMart (Alexandria, 10%), and Meadowland Market (8%).  Students and 

survey respondents identified as food insecure were less likely than the whole group of 

respondents to shop at Willie’s and more likely to shop at Meadowland Market, WalMart, or 

Aldi. When asked about additional locations where groceries were purchased, respondents 

mentioned Meadowland Market (40%), WalMart (30%), Pomme de Terre Foods (22%), and Aldi 

(20%).   

HFSS respondents in general were mostly satisfied (37%) or somewhat satisfied (31%) with the 

quality of groceries that they purchased, although only 16% of food insecure respondents and 

28% of students were satisfied with the quality of groceries they purchased.  Survey responses 

regarding the variety of groceries available were mixed: about half of respondents were neutral 

or dissatisfied and about half were slightly satisfied or satisfied. Survey respondents specifically 

mentioned having unmet needs for special diets and cultural or ethnic needs, as well as a desire 

for more grocery stores and more locally grown food. 

In spring 2022, a survey of item availability and price was conducted on three occasions 

(February, March, and April) at Willie’s and Meadowland Market in Morris and Walmart and 

Aldi in Alexandria. This part of the study focused on items that fit within the USDA’s Thrifty 

Food Plan (TFP), the lowest-cost food plan model used to by the USDA Economic Research 

Service to study food pricing and availability nationwide. Willie’s and WalMart differed 

significantly in the weekly TFP price, with Willie’s (average price of $223) approximately 5-10% 

higher than the national average during this same period.  The cost of the TFP at WalMart 

(average price of $148) was approximately 33% lower than at Willie’s. Differences in food 

category costs varied significantly among items, ranging from a difference of 13% for fruits and 

vegetables to more than 100% for frozen items.  It should be underscored that the comparison 

is between the cheapest available options at each store, that WalMart specializes in the lowest 

cost items, and that there are significant differences between these stores in the contexts of 

access to food distributors, purchasing power, and other attributes. 

HFSS responses on grocery affordability were mixed. Approximately half of respondents found 

their groceries to be affordable (22%) or somewhat affordable (27%); 16% were neutral on 

affordability and 29% thought their groceries were somewhat unaffordable (29%), and 6 % 



 

vi 
 

indicated their groceries were unaffordable (6%).   Especially but not only food insecure and 

student respondents identified high or unaffordable grocery prices in responses to open ended 

questions about food in Stevens County.  Many respondents also noted that they have difficulty 

in accessing fresh produce (20), specific cultural and ethnic foods (15), dairy or meat 

alternatives (11), and some (3) mentioned difficulty accessing gluten free products. 

 

4. Barriers to Food Access and HFSS Respondents’ Suggestions for Improving Food 

Situations 

Two-thirds of HFSS respondents indicated they experienced at least one barrier to food access, 

with the top barriers identified as the time of year (availability of garden produce, 27%), 

distance to food sources (22%), economic issues (21%), and transportation (11%).  Respondents 

also noted knowledge about food preparation, storage, and cooking (9%), access to land for a 

garden (9%), access to a kitchen or food storage (5%), and information about supplemental 

food sources (4%) as barriers.   

Distance between Stevens County residents and the nearest supermarket (which in some cases 

was outside Stevens County) was examined in some detail.  Because most people in Stevens 

County (54%) live in Morris, most are located within 2 miles of a supermarket.  However, all 

residents of Alberta (6 miles), Donnelly, and Hancock (9 miles each) must travel further than 5 

miles to reach a supermarket.  Chokio residents (4% of the population) must travel 14 miles to 

Morris.  Approximately 2,900 people (30% of the county’s population) must travel between 2 

and 20 miles one way to a supermarket.  For those without access to a car, two public transit 

options exist: Morris Transit (within the Morris city limits) and Rainbow Rider (Stevens County).  

Both services maintain regular routes and hours on weekdays; Rainbow Rider does not operate 

on evenings or weekends.  Morris Transit operates by appointment only on weekday evenings 

and on Saturday afternoons and Sunday mornings. 

HFSS respondents’ most common suggestions for improving their family’s food situation 

included: lower costs or a better financial situation (31), more grocery stores (23), and more 

food variety (17). Respondents also frequently mentioned more local foods (9), an access to 

tools or preparation spaces (4), more education or knowledge on food topics (5), more 

assistance from government programs (5), and gardening (5). A small number of other 

responses included wanting access to food subscription services, public transport to Alexandria, 

and relying heavily on the farmer’s market for produce in the summer but struggling in the 

winter. 
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5. Recommendations and areas for further exploration 

There are two main categories of recommendations that stem from this assessment report: 1) 

further study/gather information, 2) investigate possible solutions.  In both cases, the 

recommendation is to work with appropriate community partners and stakeholders as we 

move toward identifying and implementing ways of addressing community and individual food 

security issues that A) address identified needs, B) are acceptable to community residents, and 

C) are feasible within the context of Stevens County’s resources, location, and climate.  The 

bold headings below represent food security issues or themes that emerged from this 

assessment as needing further attention.  Bullets below each bold heading are intended to 

provoke thought and discussion about how to address needs or what could be done to better 

understand the situation or needs. These are in no way “set in stone.” 

 

1. Access to Affordable Food/Groceries 

● Learn more about how information regarding supplemental and emergency food 

sources and programs is currently made available. Determine additional ways to ensure 

community members have the information they need. 

● Study other rural communities to see what has been done in the context of affordable 

food access (e.g., redirecting and reducing food waste in the county, at the University, 

and in local schools, supporting local producers) 

● Survey grocery stores, restaurants, gas stations and other retail food outlets to 

determine how much and what foods are discarded 

● Explore feasibility of expansion of one or more supplemental/emergency food resources 

(e.g., Food Distribution events beyond the summer months) 

2. Transportation and Distance to Grocery Stores 

● Explore ways (e.g., grant opportunities) to expand transit hours, route frequency, or 

other ways of connecting less mobile residents with food resources 

● Explore feasibility of “pop-up” grocery location/hours in the towns of Alberta, Chokio, 

Donnelly, and Hancock 

3. Increase the availability of culturally appropriate foods and options for people with 

specialized diets (e.g., gluten free, vegan) 

● Conduct focus groups with or survey people who have specialized diets or other unmet 

dietary needs to find out what products they need and/or prefer 

● Communicate the results of the focus group to local grocers to explore the possibility of 

making specialized diet items more regularly available 
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● Facilitate direct communication between grocers and people in need of food products 

that fit specialized diets  

 

4. Facilitate more locally grown fresh produce and make produce more available to Stevens 

County Residents, for example:  

● Establish community garden plots in accessible locations throughout the city of Morris 

and in the towns of Hancock, Donnelly, Chokio, and Alberta 

● Building from the successes of Bonanza Bean and Fresha Carrots, encourage and/or 

incentivize establishment of more local fresh produce growing and processing 

operations 

● Explore feasibility of production greenhouses in Stevens County to provide fresh 

produce during winter months 

 

 


