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In Virginia, limited access to nutritious food is a statewide issue that affects 

both urban neighborhoods and rural communities. In low- and moderate- 

income communities in particular, the absence of supermarkets results in 

limited access to healthy food options. Although the presence (or absence) 

of a supermarket alone is not enough to change individuals’ diets or reduce 

obesity rates, a new store can give individuals the opportunity to make 

these changes. Increasing access to healthy food can also be part of a 

comprehensive approach to community development that works to create 

the assets, amenities and resources that Virginia’s communities and families 

need to thrive. The following are results from a study by The Reinvestment 

Fund (TRF) aimed at understanding the inequity of access in Virginia and 

providing a framework for Virginia Community Capital (VCC) as it works to 

address the issue through innovative financing.

 

 

 

Access to healthy food can 

also be part of a 

comprehensive approach to 

community development that 

works to create the assets, 
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families need to thrive. 

WHY STUDY FOOD ACCESS 

 

TRF’s review of research has shown that supermarkets generally offer the 

greatest variety of products, brands and low-cost options, particularly when 

compared to smaller convenience stores. Thus, adding a supermarket to a 

community can make it more cost effective for households to purchase 

healthy foods, either by reducing the cost of travel to supermarkets outside 

of the community or by offering lower prices for healthy food items than 

existing small food stores. Investing in existing grocers can also improve 

access, as operators can expand their product selection and reduce operating 

costs through upgrades and investments in equipment and facilities. 

 

Providing Virginia residents with greater access to healthy, affordable food 

will improve the food environment for residents as well as bring jobs and 

economic development to their communities. Supermarkets and grocery 

stores can stimulate local economies and serve as economic anchors to 

lower-income areas, sparking complementary development and 

neighborhood revitalization in the areas that need it most. 

 

Through our experience as a lender, TRF has found that urban and rural areas 

share the common barrier of higher costs tied to developing and operating 

grocery businesses in low-income communities. In cities, these costs are 

incurred from site assembly, workforce recruitment, training and security 

costs that can be significantly different than the cost borne by stores in 

suburban markets. Other challenges include crime and/or the perception of 

crime and inadequate data to measure the purchasing power of the 

community and their product preferences. Additionally, as supermarkets are 

low-margin businesses, independently-owned grocers that operate in small 

towns and urban areas have limited equity to invest in their store’s 

expansion or rehabilitation. Often smaller, independent entrepreneurs 

cannot access conventional credit on reasonable terms and conditions. 
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The first step to creating a financing program is developing a framework to 

understand the extent of the problem, opportunities for intervention, and 

the appropriate strategy to deploy in various markets. In early 2014, the 

JPMorgan Chase Foundation awarded TRF a $2 million grant to launch new 

and expand existing healthy food financing programs in Florida, Ohio, 

Colorado, and California’s Northern and Central Valley regions. In addition 

to this core group of ReFresh states, TRF is working with VCC to assess food 

access for communities across Virginia and highlight areas of opportunity. 

This focused work draws from TRF’s 2014 update to its 2011 study, 

Searching for Markets: The Geography of Inequitable Access to Healthy and 

Affordable Foods in the United States, funded by the US Department of 

Treasury’s Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) Fund as a 

tool for CDFIs. The report’s findings for communities around the nation will 

be publicly accessible from VCC’s website and TRF’s PolicyMap.com site.1 

 

Within the report, TRF identifies Limited Supermarket Access (LSA) areas– 

clusters of block groups with high levels of inequitable access – and 

describes the attributes of these areas. Summary data highlights the level of 

inequity, the estimated population living within the area and measures 

consumer demand for food. The analysis also estimates “leakage” – the 

food dollars spent outside of a given area that could be captured by a new 

or improved store. The estimated level of leakage provides a way to 

distinguish among the various LSA areas by highlighting areas that could 

support a new full-service supermarket or the expansion of an existing 

store. It also points to areas where providing other forms or means of food 

access may be a more viable strategy than a new or expanded store. TRF’s 

LSA methodology takes into account population density and car ownership 

rates – two factors that significantly influence how far households can be 

expected to travel to shop for food. Our review of 2013 supermarket 

location data showed that the average annual sales volume for full-service 

 

 

 

The impacts of financing 

healthy food access projects 

are significant. Based on 

studies conducted by TRF and 

others, supermarket 

development can: 

 

• Increase job opportunities 

• Improve access to fresh food at 

lower costs to the consumer 

• Allow communities to capture 

and retain demand for food in 

their neighborhoods 

• Improve surrounding real 

estate values 

• Mitigate downward trends in 

local property values 

• Increase tax revenues 

• Serve as an anchor for other 

commercial development 
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supermarkets was $14 million (or roughly 27,000 square feet). We use this 

figure as a benchmark to consider when evaluating whether an LSA area has 

the required leakage to sustain a new store. 

 

This Virginia assessment offers a statewide summary of findings as well as a 

look at selected characteristics of LSA areas. A deeper analysis of priority LSA 

areas can be conducted using PolicyMap. The following is a summary of TRF’s 

findings. 

 

 

 

The average state has 6.6% of its residents (or 410,000 people) living in LSA 

areas, and 34% of those residents (140,400 people) live in low-income 

Census block groups.2 According to 2010 Census data, just over 5% of 

Virginia’s residents (364,000 people) live in LSA areas – 33% of which 

(120,000 people) live in low-income Census block groups. Of the 50 states, 

Virginia has the 31st highest percentage of the population that is both low-

income and living in an LSA area. Virginia has 42 LSA areas consisting of 261 

block groups across 41 counties and cities. The average LSA score (described 

in the next paragraph) for Virginia LSA areas is 58. 

 

The LSA score is an indicator of disparity that measures how much farther a 

block group’s population must travel to the nearest supermarket compared 

to benchmark distances established for non-low-income communities. If 

Virginia seeks to eliminate the inequity in access that exists for LSA area 

residents, then the average distance traveled to a store would need to be 

reduced by 58%. In Virginia there are: 

 

• 11 LSA areas with scores between 50 and 53 

• 9 LSA areas with scores between 53 and 56 

• 13 LSA areas with scores between 56 and 61 

• 9 LSA areas with scores between 61 and 76 

 

The problem of LSA area residents living in low-income communities is 

particularly pronounced in Richmond, where LSA residents live in the city’s 

lowest income communities – many below 50% of the area median income.  

 

The average LSA area in Virginia has $11.3 million (or 20,000 square feet) in 

grocery retail leakage. Leakage is the amount residents spend at stores in 

other communities. Leakage ranges from $380,000 to $29.1 million (700 to 

51,000 square feet), indicating opportunities to support a variety of store 

sizes and strategies throughout the state. While aggregate numbers tell 

part of the story, opportunities are best identified by reviewing individual 

LSA areas. In those with little leakage, the best strategy may be to expand 

healthy food options in existing stores. Where leakage is moderate, there 

may be an opportunity to work with existing operators to expand or  

The City of Richmond has 

26,975 residents in LSA areas, 

84% of which live in the city’s 

lowest income communities -- 

many are below 50% of the 

area median income. 
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potentially support a new small store. Where the leakage is large, the areas 

represent better opportunities to support new supermarket developments. 

Lastly where LSAs cover expansive geographies and/or show unusually large 

leakage figures, there might be opportunities for multiple operators to 

enter the market. Categorically, here is the breakout for Virginia: 

 

• 9 LSA areas with less than $7 million in leakage 

• 24 LSA areas between $7 million and $14 million 

• 7 LSA areas between $14 million and $28 million 

• 2 LSA areas greater than $28 million  

 

 TRF’s work in Virginia is intended to help VCC select target areas for 

healthy food financing investments by identifying places where access is a 

problem, particularly for low-income areas, and where investment can 

respond to unmet demand. TRF prepared a ranking of the top 25 cities and 

counties in Virginia based on the number of residents living in LSA areas 

(see Table 1). This ranking also includes figures for the percentage of 

residents living in an LSA area and the percentage of LSA area residents in 

low-income areas. 
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Table 1: The columns labeled % 

of Pop in LSA and % of LSA Pop 

in Low Income Area use a color 

ramp to illustrate high (red), 

moderate (yellow), and low 

(green) values among Virginia 

cities and counties. The intent 

is to help readers quickly 

identify which areas not only 

have large LSA populations, but 

also have a large share of their 

population in LSA areas and/or 

have predominantly low-

income populations in LSA 

areas. 

Table 1: Top 25 Virginia Cities and Counties with LSA Areas

City or County

Total 

Population 

Population 

in LSA

% of 

Pop in 

LSA

% of 

LSA Pop 

in Low 

Inc Area

Rank

Fairfax 1,081,726 50,212 5% 10% 1

Norfolk 242,803 42,048 17% 46% 2

Richmond 204,214 26,975 13% 84% 3

Prince William 402,002 26,488 7% 23% 4

Spotsylvania 122,397 15,441 13% 64% 5

Petersburg 32,420 12,029 37% 95% 6

Bedford 68,676 10,586 15% 6% 7

Stafford 128,961 9,629 7% 20% 8

Chesterfield 316,236 8,993 3% 17% 9

Henrico 306,935 8,688 3% 35% 10

Louisa 33,153 8,622 26% 0% 11

Loudoun 312,311 8,172 3% 20% 12

Warren 37,575 7,981 21% 66% 13

Chesapeake 222,209 7,294 3% 23% 14

Culpeper 46,689 6,649 14% 0% 15

Nottoway 15,853 6,330 40% 0% 16

Prince George 35,725 6,202 17% 0% 17

Manassas Park 14,273 6,058 42% 0% 18

Suffolk 84,585 6,026 7% 0% 19

Pittsylvania 63,506 5,939 9% 0% 20

Buena Vista 6,650 5,918 89% 34% 21

Rappahannock 7,373 5,908 80% 0% 22

Portsmouth 95,535 5,849 6% 28% 23

Newport News 180,719 5,680 3% 32% 24

Augusta 73,750 5,665 8% 16% 25

Sources: Trade Dimensions, 2013; TRF, 201.4

Sorted in Descending Order by Population in LSA Areas
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Due to their large LSA populations, many of Virginia’s largest cities/counties 

rank high in Table 1, but notice how much variation exists in the % of LSA Pop in 

Low Income Area column. LSA areas appear more segregated by income within 

some of Virginia’s largest cities/counties (greater than 100,000), such as 

Richmond City (84%), Spotsylvania (64%) and Norfolk City (46%). Yet Arlington 

(0%), Fairfax (10%), and Chesterfield (17%) are large counties with very low 

rates of low-income populations in LSA areas. Meanwhile, some of the state’s 

medium-size cities/counties (30,000 to 100,000) also show a wide range of low-

income LSA population rates, with James City (100%), Petersburg City (95%), 

Manassas (68%), and Warren (66%) counties at the high end and Suffolk (0%), 

Bedford (6%), and Augusta (16%) at the low end. A substantial number of 

smaller counties (30,000 or less) also have income-segregated LSA areas, such 

as Cumberland (75%) and Grayson (52%). 

 

Given VCC’s mission, to bring capital to low-income communities, it makes 

sense to take a closer look at cities and counties where LSA areas consist of 

mostly low-income communities. TRF’s accompanying Market Structure Report 

for VCC includes an analysis of regional competitiveness within the supermarket 

industry, including an assessment of income and racial concentrations among 

LSA areas within Virginia’s metropolitan and micropolitan areas, as well as the 

state’s counties. Also, the entire LSA database is available on PolicyMap. 

ENDNOTES 
1 For a detailed report on TRF’s 2011 LSA Analysis, which has very similar methods and recommended uses as the 2014 analysis,  

see: http://www.cdfifund.gov/what_we_do/resources/SearchingForMarkets_Report_web_Low_%20Res.pdf. A nationwide 

summary report on the 2014 LSA Analysis is anticipated to be released in March/April 2015. 

 
2 We share state rankings with caution, as the differences among their composite rankings reflect not only the equity or 

inequity of access but also the degree to which that inequity impacts lower-income areas disproportionately. 
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THE REINVESTMENT FUND The Reinvestment Fund is a national leader 
in rebuilding America’s distressed towns 
and cities through the innovative use of 
capital and information.  
 
As a CDFI, TRF has made $1.4 billion in 
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supported by nationally trusted research 
and policy analysis. 
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