
Local Food Systems and Family 
Access 

Food is a common theme in many community efforts.  
A method for food system and council development 
is emerging in North Carolina.  Though there is no 
set formula for what food councils do, most provide 
several key functions: facilitate connections, provide 
focus, and drive action related to food systems.  North 
Carolina State Extension is well positioned to play a 
key role in community food system development.  In 
Wake County, Extension has played a leadership role 
in building relationships and common understanding 
with community groups, individuals, and local county 
and municipal governments to create an environment of 
collaboration resulting in the Capital Area Food Network 
(CAFN).  The CAFN works on engaging a diverse, expert, 
and energetic network that has an inclusive vision, clear 
functions and is results oriented.  The work of CAFN ties 
into the county government’s recently launched Healthiest 
Capital County Initiative where poverty, obesity, and youth 
success are identified priority areas as well as the North 
Carolina State Extension Local Foods Flagship Program.

A diet high in fruits and vegetables is important for 
managing weight and preventing many chronic diseases.  
Despite progress that has been made, there is still a 
great need to increase access to healthy food in our 
urban communities.  Less than 15% of children in Wake 
County are getting at least five servings of fruits and 
vegetables per day, and nearly 40% of children are at risk 
for becoming overweight or obese. 

Farm it Forward seeks to increase access to locally 
grown produce and provide healthy eating and food 
preparation instruction to pairs of overweight youth and 
an accompanying adult family member.  Partners include 
farmers who grow the food, deliver and provide the 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) box of produce, 
Extension field faculty as project coordinator, Expanded 
Food & Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP) staff 
as educators, and Wake Med Hospital as providers of 
Energize!, a program for children at risk for developing 
Type 2 diabetes as participant recruiters.  Farm It Forward 
was conceived by farmers Ben Shields and Patricia 
Parker of In Good Heart Farm.  “Farm It Forward is about 

helping food insecure people in our area to have access 
to locally grown healthy foods,” Shields said.  “Community 
is very important to us; our mission is to strive for healthier 
people, community, and agriculture by growing and 
sharing the best food we can.  Working with communities 
has enabled us to connect with people who are food 
insecure but not necessarily receiving benefits for food.”  
The Farm It Forward curriculum was developed by Wake 
Extension staff reflecting Extension’s healthy eating and 
local foods education and is an example of how Extension 
is positioned to provide rural connections and solutions to 
address health needs in urban settings.  The evaluation 
includes a pre- and post- survey specific to the project 
that measures attitudes and consumption patterns of the 
participants.  We measure the number of families that plan 
to continue serving locally produced products at home.  
Three pilot sessions of Farm it Forward have provided 
21 adult and youth pairs with increased skills in making 
healthy food choices and healthy food preparation.  All 
participants experienced increased access to locally 
grown produce, food preparation, and procurement 
instruction.  All participants indicated intent to purchase 
and prepare locally sourced produce.
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