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The purpose of this compilation of assessments is to provide background and baseline 
information and context about the population and food system-related environment in 
La Crosse County. This information will serve the Coulee Food System Coalition by 
providing data to its members with the intention of developing programs to address 
identified needs in La Crosse County. The development of coalition programs serve as 
small steps toward a more sustainable food system for La Crosse County. These 
programs and projects will build relationships among individuals and organizations that 
are essential to the food system and move La Crosse County closer to a bountiful, 
sustainable community food system.  
 
The Coulee Food System Coalition envisions a collaborative and bountiful community 
food system that nourishes the health and well-being for all. 
 
The Coulee Food System Coalition mission is to build a diverse and sustainable food 
system. 
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Food Systems 
 
Why invest time and energy into the local food system? 
 
Because it revolves around the people who matter most – the people who live there, us! 
 

 Because it will naturally adjust to our cultural, 
physical, social, and environmental needs. In 
this way, it will increase access to nutritious 
food where and when people need it.  

 Because it facilitates relationships with your 
neighbors, who are also the people that 
grow the food, process the food, or eat the 
food. 

 Because the community decides what 
is grown, where, and how it is 
distributed. 

 Because it should be a part of the local economy. From food production and 
processing, to consumption and waist recovery, keeping it local ensures that the 
economic benefit stays here, in the place where we live, work, and play. 

 
Essential elements of a community food system 

 
Food system models typically show between 6 and 12 specific, defined segments. Areas of 
the food system that are identified consistently include: Production (land use, planting, 
growing, harvesting, and 
processing), distribution 
(market, retail, access and 
availability), consumption, and 
waste recovery. Additional 
areas that have been identified 
as essential pieces to a working 
community food system that 
can sometimes be considered 
sub categories of the former 
include: land use planning and 
built environment as well as 
policy. The Coulee Food System 
Coalition has identified 
additional areas of value that 
will be supported/promoted at 
each in area of the local food 
system: education, community 
engagement, and community-

sensitive policy development. 
 
.  

Land Use 

Planting, 
growing, & 
harvesting 

Processing 
& 

distribution 

Access & 
preparation 

Consump-
tion 

Food waste 
recovery 
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A Broken Food System is a Systematic Burden  
 

Food Production consolidation- A few multinational food corporations own the majority of 
the food processing and distribution industry1. As a result, large quantities of very similar 
food are needed at the agricultural level. Large agriculture businesses that grow vast 
quantities of a limited variety of food are operating on increasing amounts of land. The lack 
of biodiversity introduced into these over farmed lands is depleting significant geographical 
areas of cultivatable soil. The vast production of only a few different crops has changed the 
type of food that is available and ultimately has changed the human diet2. Changes in the 
consumption patterns of humans and type of food consumed and the increasing rate of diet-
related death and disease has not gone unnoticed. 
 

Diet-related morbidity, mortality, and social issues- The minimal availability of locally grown 
produce and the ever-available mass produced, highly processed foods don’t leave much of 
a choice for consumers, especially those who battle poverty, food insecurity, and/or hunger. 
The consequences to population health related to improper nutrition, i.e. the lack of 
availability and access to proper nutritious food, can be fatal. The decrease in essential 
nutrients that can be found naturally in produce and the increase in the availability of high-
density foods, can lead to a number of diet-related health problems including obesity1.  
 

According to the 2012 COMPASS NOW Community Needs Assessment for the Great Rivers 
Region, obesity is related to serious health conditions including: heart disease, diabetes, and 
cancers. The obesity rate among adults in the La Crosse area has increase by 16% in the past 
5 years, increasing the rate to 30% with an additional 35% identified as overweight.  
According to the La Crosse Medical Health Science Consortium’s Health Scorecard, the top 
three causes of death in La Crosse County are: cancer (all types), heart disease, and stroke. 
One of the most significant lifestyle behaviors connected to these chronic illnesses includes 
food consumption patterns. In addition to chronic conditions, unbalanced nutrients in 
children can cause behavioral problems as well as academic and learning difficulties.  
 

Access to healthcare plays a major a role in how community members perceive their own 
health status. The Burden of Chronic Disease in La Crosse County Report contains data 
indicating that people who have access to healthcare perceive themselves to be healthier 
than those who do not have access to healthcare.  Additionally, whether or not an individual 
has access to healthcare reflects on how they view the health status of their community as a 
whole. Those with no access were more likely to rate their community as in fair or poor 
health. There are currently 7,768 La Crosse County residents without any healthcare 
coverage (2013). 

1. Hendrickson, M., W. D. Heffernan, P. H. Howard, and J. B. Heffernan. 2001. Consolidation in Food Retailing and 
Dairy: Implications for farmers and consumers in a global food system. 

2. Porrka, Kummu, Siebert, Varis. 2013. From Food Sufficiency to Trade Dependency.  

http://www.greatriversunitedway.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Compass-Now-2012-Exec-Summ-web.pdf
http://www.communityscorecard.com/
http://www.lacrosseconsortium.org/uploads/content_files/Burden_of_Health_Disparities_in_Chronic_Illnesses.pdf
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Buildings in La Crosse County that tend to use the most electricity include, waste water 
treatment at 27%, Water Department at 26%, and the La Crosse Center at 14%. 

 
Buildings in La Crosse County that use the most natural gas include, Hillview Nursing Home 
at 35%, Courthouse and Law Enforcement Center at 33%, and the Health and Human 
Services building at 14%. 

 

Land Use Planning and Built Environment  

Information from the La Crosse County UW Extension 2013 Sustainability Commission Report 

 

Both land use and environmental structure are essential considerations when planning 

the development of a sustainable community food system. The Coulee Food System 

Coalition has identified three areas of focus within this area of the food system 

including: natural resource conservation and environmental sustainability (including 

food waste recovery), policies and regulations that support a self-sufficiency among 

community members, and building local economy. 

 

 
La Crosse County Sustainability Council 

Goals

 Reduce energy use by 25% by the year 2025 from baseline year 2007  

 Renewable energy will be added when funding becomes available 

 By 2016, the County will divert waste to landfill through 75% enhancement of recycling from 

the 2007 baseline year 

 By 2016, 75% of all purchases will have a sustainability evaluation component 

 By 2016, the County will reduce the waste it generates from the 2007 baseline year  

 

Steps taken to conserve natural resources 

 Installation of a solar water heater panel on the roof of the Law Enforcement Center 

 Technology advances for conservative use of road salts 

 Advances in Recycling, reusing, or processing solid waste  

 Use of propane fuel for police vehicles to reduce spending on fuel as well as reduce 

emissions that affect air quality

 

 

http://www.sustainablelacrosse.com/PDF/sustainaiblityIndicatorsReport.pdf
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Natural resource use trends in La Crosse County. Data from UScensus.gov 

 

Electricity 

Year  KwH  
2006  9,853,539  
2007  10,191,563  
2008  9,726,277  
2009  9,396,931  
2010  10,394,680  
2011  10,298,016  
2012  10,100,444  

 

Gas 

Year Unleaded Diesel 
2006  24,869  107,733  
2007  29,050  133,348  
2008  28,122  137,599  
2009  26,849  139,560  
2010  24,487  129,003  
2011  24,277  138,434  
2012  18,870  112,696  

 

 
Solid Waste (tons) 

Year Landfilled 
Converted/ 
electricity 

Recycled 

2005  69,470  33,653 18,421  
2006  70,603  34,312 14,670  
2007  72,191  33,257 17,827  
2008  78,741  31,150 12,970  
2009  61,941  30,820 16,833  
2010  70,227  31,216 12,790  
2011  80,306  33,267 20,672  
2012  59,736  36,268 13,492  

 

Water 

Year Gallons 
2005 22,463,936 
2006 27,808,396 
2007 21,817,664 
2008 18,379,856 
2009 21,277,608 
2010 17,213,724 
2011 20,539,332 
2012 15,924,172 

 

 
MTU Ridership 

Year Trips % Chng 

2005 972,140 
2006 974,843 0.28% 
2007 1,043,403 7.03% 
2008  1,179,771  13.07%  
2009  1,161,648  -1.54%  
2010  1,194,886  2.86%  
2011  1,255,427  5.07%  
2012  1,223,720  -2.53%  

 

County Biking(miles) 

Year Street lane Trail 

2007 N/A  
2008 N/A  
2009 8 66 
2010 11 66 
2011 24 67 
2012 30 68 

 

 
County Land Use Distribution. Data from USCensus.gov 

Year  Residential Agriculture  Forest Comm/Manufa Local/St/Fed 
2006  19,244  115,001  95,807  7,312  34,058  
2007  19,735  114,439  95,775  7,335  34,245  
2008  19,966  114,082  95,519  7,123  34,624  
2009  20,068  113,551  95,502  7,246  35,240  
2010  20,040  113,528  95,250  7,233  35,742  
2011  20,028  113,451  94,852  7,211  36,166  
2012  20,442  111,022  95,435  7.316  36,363  
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Individuals 
or Families 

Family 
Partnerships 

Family 
Corporations 

Non-Family 
Corporations 

and other 

Who Owns the Farms? 

The verdict on a 

new bee ordinance 

should be coming 

in within the 

month! Keep your 

eyes peeled. 

Local Agriculture Economy 
 
According to a La Crosse County UW Extension Agriculture Impact Report (2011), 
agriculture in the county:  
 

 Employs about 4.062 
workers  

 Accounts for $1.4 
billion in business sales 

 Contributes $257 
million to county 
income 

 And pays out about 
$49 million in taxes  

 
La Crosse County has about 
845 farms – fewer than it did 
a decade ago.  
 
Dairy is the major agricultural 
industry in La Crosse County 
Through on-farm milk 
production: $33.7 million is 
generated in business sales 
as well as 422 jobs.  
 
There are five plans throughout the count that process milk into dairy products – this 
generates $601.7 million in business and 1,468 jobs.   
 

Policy 
Information from the La Crosse Planning Department 

 

Currently, a permit is not required for planting and growing a 
garden if it is in an area zoned as public or semi-public, this 
includes schools and parks. Areas zoned as agriculture districts 
are also free to be grown on without a permit. For areas where 
a permit is not necessary, it is still imperative that you receive 
permission.  
 
A permit is needed to grow a garden/community garden if the 
potential grower is a business located in a residential area.  
 
Find out how your municipality is zoned and ordinance status at: http://www.co.la-
crosse.wi.us/zoning/zoning/zoning.asp  
 

http://lacrosse.uwex.edu/files/2010/05/ag-impact-broch-la-crosse-2011.pdf
http://www.co.la-crosse.wi.us/zoning/
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Federal Poverty Line Threshold 
(census.gov, 2013) 

Size of Family Unit 

1 person 
(unrelated 
individual) 

$11,892 

Under 65 years  $12,119 

65 years and 
over  

$11,173 

 2 people $15,156 

Householder 
under 65 years  

$15,676 

Householder 
65 years and 
over 

$,095 

3 people $18,552 

4 people $23,836 

5 people $28,235 

6 people $31,932 

7 people $36,267 

8 people $40,269 

9 people or 
more  

$47,990 

 

 

Food Access and Availability  
 

 
About one-third of the respondents to the 2012 COMPASS NOW Community Needs 
Assessment (from a 7 county region including La Crosse County), reported that the 
ability to meet basic needs such as food and housing, was poor or fair. Community 
members also felt that unemployment and low wages have a negative effect on the 
health of the community; they felt it caused people to have to choose between paying 
for medical care and paying for food. 
 

Projections from the US Census Bureau for 2013 
indicate that for La Crosse County Residents living 

below the federal poverty line (FPL): 
 

13.7%  
Live below FPL, lower than the state average of 12.7% 

 

12.7% 
Are 18 years or younger, lower than the state average of 

17.2% 
 

8.5% 
Are over the age of 65, higher than the state average of 

7.6% 
 

12.8% 
Are under the age of 5 in families, lower than the state 

average of20.7%  
 

32.2% 
Are 15 years or older who are not members of a family or 

subfamily, higher than the state average of 24.2% 

 

In the same assessment, respondents to a survey reported unemployment and 

underemployment as major challenges facing the region with 75% rating the 
availability of jobs with wages that offer a good standard of living as either fair or 

poor. 
 

4% 
Of La Crosse County residents are unemployed, lower than the state average of 5.1% 

 

30% 
Are currently children, retired, or disabled and not a part of the workforce 

http://www.co.la-crosse.wi.us/health/docs/Community%20Health%20Assessment.pdf
http://www.co.la-crosse.wi.us/health/docs/Community%20Health%20Assessment.pdf
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Over 18% of La Crosse 
County Children are 

food insecure 

11.8% of La Crosse 
County residents are 

food insecure 

Food Security (FS) 

High FS “No reported indications of 
food-access problems or limitations” 

Marginal FS ”One or two reported 
indications--typically of anxiety over 
food sufficiency or shortage of food in 
the house. Little or no indication of 
changes in diets or food intake” 

Food Insecurity 

Low FS “Reports of reduced quality, 
variety, or desirability of diet. Little or 
no indication of reduced food intake” 

Very low FS “Reports of multiple 
indications of disrupted eating 
patterns and reduced food intake” 

Hunger “The uneasy or painful 
sensation caused by a lack of food. 
The recurrent and involuntary lack of 
access to food. Hunger may produce 
malnutrition over time. Hunger is a 
potential consequence of food 
insecurity”  

as defined by USDA 

 

The 2012 COMPASS Now Community Needs Assessment identified food-
related issues and food security as emerging issues in the region.  
 
Food security is “the lack of access, at times, to 
enough food for a healthy, active, lifestyle; 
limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally 
adequate foods” as defined by the USDA. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 

About 1 in 5 or 13,490 children in 
La Crosse County are food insecure. 
 
 

 
Feedingamerica.org 
 

 

People living in food insecure households are more likely 
to have chronic conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, 

hypertension, depression, and hyperlipidemia. 
(Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003; Seligman, Bindman, Vittinghoff, Kanaya, & Kushel, 2007; Seligman, Laraia, & Kushel, 2010). 

http://www.co.la-crosse.wi.us/health/docs/Community%20Health%20Assessment.pdf
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Food Research and 
Action Center estimated 
in 2009 

Only 50% of those 
eligible for SNAP 
benefits in La 
Crosse County are 
receiving them. 

 

30% households had very low food security status 

50% households had low food security status 

10% households had marginal food security status 

10% households had high food security status 
 
Results from a survey developed by USDA and conducted by Globe University and Couleecap. *Note: response rate for this 
survey was very low; 70 responses in 5 locations: Globe University, WAFER, The Salvation Army, St. Claire Health Mission, 
and the Onalaska Library. 

 

[Food Pantry users in one Wisconsin county, 2010: 43% visited a pantry once a 

month; 37% had been getting food from a food pantry for 2 years or more; 21% 

reported getting most of the food in their home from pantries and free meal sites.] 
Bartfeld, Judith. 2000. Summary of Findings from the Wisconsin Survey of Food Pantry Clients 

 

 

In La Crosse County 65% of food insecure individuals and 57% of children were 
estimated to be income-eligible for food assistance programs. An additional $5,814,000 
was estimated to be needed in 2012 to meet La Crosse County’s food needs. 
 
According to the Wisconsin Department of Health 
Services, in 2012 about 12% of La Crosse County 
residents received FoodShare benefits. 
 
42% of Couleecap’s low income household survey 
respondents reported receiving support from 
FoodShare/food stamps; 29% report receiving 
support from food pantries.  
 
From the same survey, 78% of low income 
household respondents reported that they knew 
where to go to get help for food-related assistance. 
 
 

The City of La Crosse’s Food Desert 
   

  In general, a food desert is a low-income census 
block/area where a substantial number of residents 
have low access to a large grocery store or 
supermarket. 
 
In the City of La Crosse’s food desert as of fall 2012, 
36% of residents reported being food insecure. 19.3% 

report food insecurity with hunger; 13.4% report food 
insecurity with moderate hunger; and 1.2% report food 
insecurity with severe hunger. 

http://feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/hunger-studies/map-the-meal-gap.aspx
file:///C:/Users/qdevlin/Google%20Drive/Coulee%20Food%20System/2013%20Couleecap%20NA%20Intro%20FINAL%2012_3_2013.pdf
http://www.couleefoodsystem.org/uploads/2/6/6/1/26616725/2012_food_survey_results_-_final_from_br.pdf
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 Food insecurity in the City of La Crosse’s food desert was inversely proportional to 
residents’ level of education as well as income 

 

 Residents were more likely to be food insecure if they were non-white or 
between the ages of 40-63 

 

 Residents were less likely to be food insecure if they were retired
 

 Cost of healthy food was identified as the biggest barrier for food insecure 
residents to eating a nutritious diet 

Of food insecure residents in the food desert:

 68% use food stamps 

 68% use food pantry assistance 

 39% use free/reduce lunch program 

 39% use WIC
 

 
Self-reported needs of low income households in La Crosse County 
 
 
Concerns about adequate access and amounts of food by low income individuals in La 
Crosse County are not the most self-reported priority. Results of a survey of low income 
households in La 
Crosse County 
conducted by 
Couleecap (2013) 
where 63% of 
respondents had an 
annual income of less 
than $20,000 and an 
additional 18% had 
income between 
$20,000 and $29,999,  
 

Food was outranked 
as a priority by  
 

1) paying for utility 
bills  
2) paying for rent  
3) dealing with 
depression 
4) finding 
transportation 

file:///C:/Users/qdevlin/Google%20Drive/Coulee%20Food%20System/2013%20Couleecap%20NA%20Intro%20FINAL%2012_3_2013.pdf
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Recommendations 
 

Policy recommendations 
 

#1 Support self-sufficiency through expanding opportunities for food to be grown in 
low income areas 
 

Define front yard vegetation growth (not as noxious weed). Support the pollination of 
vegetation through an ordinance that allows for bees within city limits. Redefine and 
promote the introduction of chickens into community areas for easily accessed eggs and 
nutrition-enabling neighborhoods.  

 
Programmatic recommendations 
 

#1 Connect local food production to local retail and emergency food sources. 
Through equitable food hubs, grocery store partnerships, and community 
gardens.  
 

#2 Connect emergency food sources to educational and support services to facilitate 
community member movement toward self-sufficiency.  
 

i.e., Workforce Development partnerships, job skills/training, WIC, FoodShare, 
personal finance and financial management education. 
 

#3 Mobile food carts/farmers markets in areas with little access to nutritious food. 
 

#4 Collaboration and partnership of emergency food sources to better serve those in 
need. 
 

#5 Connect existing food routes/public transportation to organizations that need 
food distribution assistance.  
 

#6 Expand nutrition education and food preparation opportunities. 
 

#7 Increase environmentally-sensitive food waste/composting programs. 
 

 

  

http://www.policylink.org/sites/default/files/equitable-food-hubs_0.pdf
http://www.policylink.org/sites/default/files/grocery-stores.pdf
http://www.policylink.org/sites/default/files/urban-agriculture.pdf
http://www.policylink.org/sites/default/files/urban-agriculture.pdf
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Opportunities 
 

#1 Local organizations willing to be a partner for food system-related projects –not a 
comprehensive list. contact information available upon request. 
 
Hillview Urban Agriculture Center 
Festival Foods   
Wafer 
La Crosse Area YMCA 
Western Technical College 
Mayo Clinic Health System – 
Franciscan Health Care 
Couleecap 
Hunger Task Force 
La Crosse County Human Services 
Organic Valley 
Salvation Army 

AMOS 
Heidi Blanke, past Executive 
Director of WAFER 
Clearwater Farm 
New Horizons Shelter & Outreach 
Three Rivers Martial Arts 
Cornerstone Community Church 
Gundersen Health System 
Fifth Season Coop 
Grow Your Brain 
Coulee Partners for Sustainability 
WisCorps 

 

#2 Funding sources that can help make it happen 
 
Food for All Mini Grants 
Funding for food system-related projects that benefit La Crosse County, WI. 
http://www.couleefoodsystem.org/funding-opportunities.html 

 
 
Healthy Food Financing Initiative 
HFFI is a comprehensive federal response to address the limited and inequitable 
access to healthy foods in low-income communities in both rural and urban 
America. 

Examples:  
HFFI has helped establish the Healthy Food Access Program to finance the 
connection between for-profit grocery stores and developers with grocery 
store tenants to increase access to fresh and healthy foods in low income 
areas. 

One HFFI-financed fund in Colorado provided loans and grants to a range 
of small food businesses working in low-income communities, including 
everything from production to waste management. 

The Massachusetts House and Senate passed an Environmental Bond Bill 
that included the creation of the Massachusetts Food Trust Program. 

 

http://www.couleefoodsystem.org/funding-opportunities.html
http://www.healthyfoodaccess.org/policy-efforts-and-impacts/federal

