
Health Needs and Human Services Commission Agenda 
Wednesday, April 16, 2025   12:00 p.m. 

Harrigan Centennial Hall 

Commission Members:  
Michelle Kavouras, Annette Evans, Amanda Roberts, 

Lawrence “Woody” Widmark, Crystal Duncan, Sterling “Chip” Camden 
Assembly Liaison: JJ Carlson 

I. CALL TO ORDER

II. ROLL CALL

III. CORRESPONDENCE /AGENDA CHANGES

IV. PERSONS TO BE HEARD (For items OFF the agenda - not to exceed 3 minutes)

V. APPROVAL OF MINUTES
A. March 19, 2025

VI. REPORTS
Chair:
Commissioners:
City Staff:
Assembly Liaison:
Other(s):

VII. UNFINISHED BUSINESS
None.

VIII. NEW BUSINESS

B. Review of workgroup assignments for 2025

C. Discussion/decision on Sitka Food Coalition advocating removal of sales tax on food

IX. PERSONS TO BE HEARD (For items ON or Off the agenda – not to exceed 3 minutes)

X. ADJOURNMENT

The next regular meeting is scheduled for Wednesday, May 21, 2025, at noon in Harrigan Centennial
Hall.
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Health Needs and Human Services Commission Minutes 

Wednesday, March 19, 2025 12:00 p.m. 

Harrigan Centennial Hall 

Commission Members: 
Michelle Kavouras Crystal Duncan, Annette Evans, 

 Amanda Roberts, Lawrence “Woody”  Widmark, Sterling “Chip” Camden 
JJ Carlson (Assembly Liaison) 

I. CALL TO ORDER
Chair Kavouras called the meeting to order at 12:00 p.m.

II. ROLL CALL
Commissioners Present: Crystal Duncan, Annette Evans ,  Michelle Kavouras,
Amanda Roberts,  Chip Camden, and Wood Widmark (via zoom)
Commissioners Absent:
Assembly Liaison: JJ Carlson
Staff Present: Jess Earnshaw, Deputy Municipal Clerk

III. CORRESPONDENCE /AGENDA CHANGES
None.

IV. PERSONS TO BE HEARD (Public participation on any item off the agenda. All public
testimony is not to exceed 3 minutes for any individual, not to exceed 3 minutes)

Kelly Simmons, a representative from a local food coalition, expressed interest in the
Health and Human Services Commission's potential support for removing the sales tax
on food to alleviate the cost of living for low-income community members.

V. APPROVAL OF MINUTES
A. January 15, 20255

Duncan moved to approve the minutes of January 15, 2024. Motion passed 
unanimously by a voice vote. 

VI. REPORTS
Chair – None.
Commissioners – None.
City Staff – None.
Assembly Liaison – Carlson expressed gratitude to the HNHS Commission for their 
efforts on the 2025 Goals and the report. 

 Other(s) – None.  

VII. UNFINISHED BUSINESS
None.

VIII. NEW BUSINESS

MINUTES
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B. Approving the 2025 Goals

Kevin Mosher spoke about outsourcing the nonprofit grant program to an outside 
organization and clarified that the assembly was not being considered for this task. 

Commissioners discussed goals such as suicide prevention, food security, and supporting 

underrepresented populations, referencing examples from Anchorage and Juneau. They 

agreed on assigning a lead person for each goal and presenting recommendations to the 

Assembly by year-end. 

They focused on broadening mental health efforts, keeping suicide prevention central while 

emphasizing post-intervention support, grief processing, and stigma reduction. Discussions 

also covered the city's role in mental health, consistent messaging, a potential marketing 

campaign, and partnerships with nonprofits for awareness. They considered the city's social 

media policies and the idea of hosting an annual event to promote resources. 

The Commission decided to focus on two goals for 2025: health and racial equity, and 
mental health and suicide prevention/postvention. They discussed the challenges of 
taking on three goals given limited capacity and time constraints 

Duncan moved to approve the 2025 HNHS Goals to include health and racial equity, 
and mental health and suicide prevention/postvention. Motion passed 6-0 by a 
roll call vote. 

Yes- Evans, Widmark, Roberts, Camden, Kavouras, and Duncan 

I. PERSONS TO BE HEARD (For items on or off the agenda, not  to exceed 3 minutes)
None.

VIII. ADJOURNMENT
Chair Kavouras moved to adjourn the meeting. Seeing no objections, the meeting
adjourned at 1:10 p.m.

Attest: 
Jess Earnshaw 

Deputy Municipal Clerk 
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2024 SITKA COMMUNITY FOOD ASSESSMENT



Background:

Introduction:
The first Sitka Community Food Assessment was completed in 2013, a product of the Sitka
Health Summit. Ten years have passed since the last assessment, so a local steering committee
came together in 2023 to update the assessment, capture any changes, and document what our
food system currently looks like. The committee agreed to use the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) Community Food Security Assessment Toolkit as a framework to guide our
process. The Toolkit includes six main parts: 

completion of a community characteristics summary,
completion of a community demographics profile, 
completion of a community food resource profile, 
conducting focus group and interview research, 
surveying households on a variety of food security issues and 
collecting food cost data. 

These main components are covered in the following sections of the assessment: Sitka Food
Facts, Sitka Demographics, Hunt/Fish/Gather/Grow, Food Shopping, Food Assistance, School
Food Environment, and Food Production. 

Sitka specific harvest data for fish and game and information on local gardening/foraging was also
captured in our research. Traditional and Customary food data was provided from the 2017 Tribal
Needs Assessment and Sitka Tribe of Alaska’s Traditional Foods Program. These additions were
added to adapt this assessment to Sitka and follow what was completed in 2013. 

Food insecurity is influenced by a variety of factors, including income, employment, race/ethnicity,
neighborhood conditions, and disability (Healthy People 2030). 

Studies have shown that adults who experience food insecurity are at an increased risk for a variety
of negative health outcomes including weight issues and chronic disease (Healthy People 2030).
Children who face food insecurity also have an increased risk of weight issues and may experience
developmental problems and negative mental health outcomes (Healthy People 2030). 

Healthy People 2030. Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. https://health.gov/healthypeople



Food security, as defined by the USDA, means having access at all times to affordable,
safe, nutritious, and culturally preferred foods. 

Food insecurity is the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe
foods or the limited or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially, culturally

acceptable ways.

Hunger is the uneasy or painful sensation caused by a lack of food. Hunger in this context is
the recurrent and involuntary lack of access to food.

Community Food Security concerns the underlying social, economic, and institutional
factors within a community that affect the quantity and quality of available food. And its

affordability compared to the financial resources available to acquire it.

Helpful Definitions: what do we mean when we
say food insecure? 

Communities may be considered to be food insecure if:  

There are inadequate resources from which people can purchase food. 
The available food purchasing resources are not accessible to all community members. 
The food available through the resources are not sufficient in quantity or variety or
culturally appropriate.
The food available is not competitively priced and is thus not affordable to all households. 
There are inadequate food assistance resources to help low-income people purchase
foods at retail markets. 
There are no local food production resources. 
Locally produced food is not available to community members. 
There is no support for local food production resources. 
There is any significant household food insecurity

        within the community. 

Definitions adapted from  the U.S. Department of Agriculture. https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-
assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/definitions-of-food-security/ 



Interviews
The steering committee interviewed a variety of food producers and key informants. Key informants were
chosen based on the USDA framework and the steering committee’s recommendations. Key informants are
described in this type of research as people who know what is going on in the community or have a deeper
understanding of the issue at hand. For this project, key informants included members serving on the
Sheet’ká Ḵwáan Tribal Council, the City Assembly, clergy of local parishes, non-profit executive directors,
and low-income community members. People who are growing, producing, and increasing the capacity of
local foods were also interviewed. These food producer interviews helped us assess common barriers to
growing, selling, and producing food in Southeast Alaska. Themes from these conversations and direct
quotes from interviewees are included in this assessment. 

Methodology (what we did and how we did it): 
Household Food Security Survey
To capture all these different factors we used multiple tools. The Sitka Food Security Survey, an
adaptation of Kenai’s Peninsula Food Security Survey Tool, was launched in the Fall of 2023. The goal of
this survey was to capture data on household food security. 422 Sitkans completed the survey, with 387
responses verified by their zip code. The verified responses were used to provide the summary statistics
in this Community Food Assessment Report. The survey was available online and in-person at several
community events including; the Sitka Tribe of Alaska’s Coffee with Elders event, Sitka Farmers Market,
and the Indigenous Peoples Day Celebration at Harrigan Centennial Hall. 

387
Sitkans took the Food

Security Survey

26
Sitkans were interviewed

49
Sitkans participated in

Focus Groups

Focus Groups
Six focus groups were also held. Topics included Food Assistance, Food Shopping Patterns, and Traditional
and Customary Foods. Specific themes and quotes from focus groups are also included in this assessment.
The steering committee worked hard to capture experiences from Sitkans who may be experiencing higher
levels of financial hardship. Efforts to capture this demographic included running focus groups aimed at
household food security with Sitkans Against Family Violence shelter residents, Sitka Homeless Coalition
service recipients, UAS students, and seniors and elders living on a fixed or low income. Additionally, minority
populations that were under sampled in the survey were heavily recruited for focus groups and interviews;
specific effort was made to include Latinx and Filipino community members. Given Alaska Natives specific 
connection to traditional foods, the 2024 food assessment included a Traditional Foods focus group. 



The Sitka Community Food Assessment Report will help to guide future food system planning
and plant seeds for innovative responses that will strengthen Sitka’s food system. The research

presented in this report uncovered many challenges in our food system as well as many
strengths. We live within a rich ecosystem filled with nutritious food from the land and sea, and

our community has a generous spirit and commitment to sharing with our neighbors. This report
provides a snapshot of the current foodscape in Sitka as well as recommendations for building a

more resilient food system that can deeply nourish the entire community for generations to
come.

Aatlein gunalchéesh! 

Based on these findings and
community suggestions, we
share several recommended

policy changes and
programs to fill gaps and
meet community needs
identified in this report.  

Advocating
We heard your concerns and

summarized them in this
report. Each section contains

three parts; What? (the
summary) the So What? (why
does this matter) and What’s

next? (recommended
changes). 

Summarizing

This community food
assessment  captured

what is happening
related to food in our

community by listening
to community concerns. 

Capturing 

Thank you very much.

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the development of a more resilient
Sitka food system. 

This work would not have been possible without Transition Sitka and the Sitka Local Foods Network-
our supporting non-profit bodies. Additionally, our steering committee was instrumental in

supporting this work and getting it off the ground. This includes Melonie Boord- Social Services
Director at the Sitka Tribe of Alaska, Chandler O’Connell- Community Cataylst at the Sitka

Conservation Society, Natalie Wojcik- Executive Director at Sitkans Against Family Violence, Margot
O’Connell- Adult Services Librarian at Sitka Public Library and the Blessings in a Backpack Program
Coordinator, Jasmine Shaw -UAF Cooperative Extension Agent, and Lisa Sadleir-Hart former Sitka

Food Assessment Coordinator and retired public health nutritionist.

A special thank you to all the people who agreed to be interviewed or participated in a focus
group- thank you for sharing your experiences.

Photo credit: Edible Alaska
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In the News:
Much has happened in the world since the first assessment, in Alaska and across the globe. Many of those
events have impacted our food landscape in Sitka. Here are a few events that were referenced repeatedly in
our focus group and interviews. 

COVID-19 Pandemic: food insecurity initially increased throughout the U.S. due to job or income loss, school
closures, social isolation, and food supply chain disruptions during the pandemic. Many key informants
interviewed for this project (8 of 10) felt that food resources were abundant during the pandemic, but
observed resources dwindle and eligibility restrictions tightened back up once the state of emergency order
was removed. In short, there were more food resources during the pandemic.  This observation was also
made in several scientific articles following the pandemic.

Inflation: while food insecurity increases following the pandemic are mostly attributed to the rolling back
of pandemic-era programs, food insecurity can also be blamed on unprecedented rates of inflation seen
in 2022.  Food prices grew faster than anytime in the previous two decades in 2022. This likely strained
budgets, especially for Alaskans where food prices are notably higher than in the lower 48 states. 



In the News:
Backlog of SNAP Benefits:  beginning in 2022 over 15,000 Alaskans, many of which were families
with children, were waiting months for food aid. Sitkans who participated in focus groups for this
project expressed continued frustration in November of 2023 over SNAP benefits, many of them
still waiting up to 6 months for food aid. 

Environmental changes: many subsistence harvesters and food growers interviewed for this
assessment expressed concern over known and unknown environmental changes that may
impact their ability to grow and harvest food. 



2013 Survey 2023 Survey So what? 

22% of survey respondents had less
than a week of food stored in case

of an emergency.

26% of survey respondents had
less than a week of food stored in

case of an emergency.

The number of respondents that had less
than a week of food on hand went up slightly

in 2023.

77% of survey respondents
preserve or save food for future

use.

80% of survey respondents
preserve or save food for future

use.

Preserving and saving food is an important
part of food security in Sitka. 

415 out of 422 survey respondents
report shopping locally for food. 

380 out of 387 survey
respondents report shopping

locally for food. 

Sitkans get food in a multitude of ways, but
local shopping remains necessary. 

 24% of survey respondents
receive fish game and game from

friends and family. 

49% of survey respondents
receive fish game and game from

friends and family. 

Survey respondents reported receiving more
fish and game from friends and family in
2023. A question discrepancy in 2023

(exclusion of “harvest myself” as an answer)
might have skewed harvest and sharing

numbers in 2023.

6,409 king, 741 sockeye salmon,
and 2,482 halibut were sport

caught by Alaska residents in 2013.

3,485 king, 309 sockeye salmon,
and 1, 393 halibut were sport
caught by Alaska residents in

2022.

For unknown reasons, fewer fish were sport
caught in 2022 (most recent year data was
available) than in 2013. Further research is

needed to understand why. 

128,657 king and 341,388 sockeye
salmon were subsistence harvested

across Alaska in 2011. 

82,509 king and 272,335
sockeye salmon were subsistence
across Alaska harvested in 2020.

For unknown reasons, fewer fish were caught
through subsistence methods in 2020 (most
recent year data was available) than in 2013.

Further research is needed to understand
why.

132,748 est. lbs of deer meet was
harvested in Sitka in 2011. 

89,816 est. lbs of deer meet was
harvested in Sitka in 2022. 

For unknown reasons, fewer deer are
being harvested than in 2013. Further

research is needed to understand why. 

Sitka Food Facts: Then vs. Now



2013 Survey 2023 Survey So What? 

60% of STA’s Tribal Needs
Assessment respondents reported

not being able to consume as much
of their traditional and customary

foods as they’d like. 

More than 50% of all
households surveyed in STA’s

Tribal Needs Assessment would
like to eat more of each

traditional food listed with the
exception of seal meat/oil &

“other”. 

Tribal Citizens would eat more
traditional foods if they could. 

8% of survey respondents borrow
money or food to feed their families

each week. 

15% of survey respondents
borrow money or food to feed

their families each week. 

Sitkans are relaying more on
support networks to make ends

meet. 

$1,645,702 Food Stamp dollars were
redeemed in Sitka in 2012. 

------
Data was not available from the

Alaska Department of Health and
Social Services (ADHSS) in 2023. 

1,410 Sitkans and 766 households
participated in the Food Stamp

Program in 2013.

769 Sitkans and 212 households
participated in the Food Stamp

Program in 2023. 

Fewer Sitkans received Food
Stamp (SNAP) benefits in 2023.

299 individuals received food pantry
assistance from Salvation Army.

7,243 meals were served in 2013. 

70 individuals received food
pantry assistance from Salvation
Army. 8,750 meals were served

between Aug.-Dec. 2023

3x the amount of hot meals are
being provided in 2023 as they

were in 2013. While less individual
Sitkans are receiving help. 

56 children/week at Xoots & Keet
Goshi Heen Elementary School

participated in the Blessings in a
Backpack program. 

80 children/week at Xoots &
Keet Goshi Heen Elementary

School participated in the
Blessings in a Backpack

program. 

Additional families are requiring
weekly food assistance.

26% of Sitka School District
students qualify for free and
reduced lunch. 56% of Mt.

Edgecumbe students qualify. 

40% of Sitka School District
students qualify for free and
reduced lunch. 74% of Mt.

Edgecumbe students qualify. 

More students quality for free and
reduced lunches at all school

compared to 2013. All
Mt.Edgecumbe students receive

free breakfast and lunch. 



Demographics:
What?       
Food insecurity burdens are often not distributed equally across groups. For example, Alaska Natives, particularly
those living in rural areas, experience some of the highest rates of food insecurity in Alaska (Nikolaus, 2022).
Household income and age are other important indicators for understanding food insecurity and who in a
community may be impacted. 

      

Graph 1: Race and Ethnicity 

Graph 1 compares the racial identity of survey participants to the overall Sitka population via the
*US Census. 

So What?
Based on a comparison of US Census data, the racial identities of survey respondents is relatively consistent
with the racial composition of the general population of Sitka residents. Survey respondents were more likely to
be white, however Alaska Native representation was consistent with Sitka’s overall population profile (Graph 1).
Asian and Latinx people were underrepresented in the survey conducted for the assessment. However, Asian
identified participants made up 24% of focus group participants.

Survey participants' incomes in the lower and middle ranges (less than $50,000 and between
$50,000-$100,000) were consistent with the incomes of Sitka’s overall population, according to the US
Census. 

Higher incomes (over $100,000) were underrepresented in the survey (Graphs 2 &3). 
Sitka’s overall population is slightly declining, with a loss of 750 residents over a 10 year period. The median age
is growing older, rising from a median age of 36 to a median age of 41 over a 10 year period (Graphs 4 & 5).
Overall, these results are representative of Sitka and can speak to what is happening in our community.

*Data Source: Alaska Workforce Development via US Census
Nikolaus CJ et al. 2022. Food Insecurity among American Indian and Alaska Native People: A Scoping Review to Inform Future Research and Policy Needs. Adv Nutr.  



Demographics:

Graphs 2 & 3 compare the income of survey participants to *US Census data for the total population of Sitka residents.

Graphs 2 & 3: Household Income 

Graphs 4 &  5 shows Sitka’s population and age trends over the past 13 years. 

Graphs 4 & 5: Population and Age Trends 

*Data Source: Alaska Workforce Development via US Census



Hunt,Fish,Gather,Grow

What?     
Sitka has a strong tradition of subsistence
harvesting and sharing food with those who do
not have access or the ability to hunt, fish, and
gather for themselves (Graph 1). The data also
suggests that Sitkans are generous (Graph 2).
Many Sitkans noted that this generosity
enabled them to have wild, local, and
traditional foods that would otherwise not be
accessible to them. Sitka’s rural status under
federal subsistence regulations provides all
Sitkans with access to traditional, wild, and
local food.

So What?
Lingít Aaní has provided sustenance for Tlingit
and Haida people since time immemorial. The
land and water around Sitka continues to
nourish people spiritually, culturally, and
nutritionally. This makes the informal economy
of sharing and bartering important for different
groups in the community. Sustaining the
abundance of these resources and assuring
community access in the future is vital for the
health of the community.
 What Next? 

Graph 1: Type of Harvesting Activity by Participants 

Graph 2: How Survey Participants Get Food 

Subsistence and Sport Harvest- Sitka’s sharing economy

Graph 1 compares the type of hunting and fishing activity from the SFSS in 2013
and 2023. 

Graph 2 compares the most common ways* survey participants  got fish and
game in 2013 and 2023. 

A federal rural designation is crucial to protect
subsistence rights for the entire community.
Moving forward, access to subsistence
harvests may be negatively impacted by a loss
of rural designation. Providing evidence for how
critical the rural designation is for food security
will be essential. Changes to proxy regulations
would also make the culture of sharing easier
and more expansive. This could include
expanding beneficiaries to include low income
community members, people receiving federal
or state assistance, and/or single working
parents. 

*A question discrepancy in 2023 (exclusion of “harvest myself” as an answer) 
might have skewed harest and sharing numbers in 2023. 



Subsistence and Sport Harvest - regulations hinder access

What?
Historically, there has been an
abundance of healthy food all around
and within Sitka. Sitkans interviewed on
resource management cited growing
concerns about the longevity of
resources, and land stewardship. Survey
respondents indicated that salmon,
halibut, rockfish, and deer were some of
the most harvested species in 2023
(Graph 1). 

Deer harvest data provided by the Alaska
Department of Fish Game showed
annual fluctuations but appears to be on
a downward trend (Graph 2), with the
2023 harvest almost 89,000 pounds
lower than in 2013. Similarly, subsistence
salmon harvest is down from
1,170,446 fish in 1994 to 618,765 fish in
2020. A loss of 551,681 fish (Table 1).  

So What? 
Respondents indicated that hunting and
fishing are critical for food security in
Sitka. Many people hunt and fish to fill
their freezers, their stomachs, and their
spirits. To access fish and game people
have to understand complex rules and
regulations that don’t allow for a lot of
flexibility. Changes to our environment,
animal behavior, and population changes
all impact a resident's ability to practice
subsistence activities, and changes to
hunting and fishing regulations can
reflect that (Ristroph, 2021).  

Graph 2: Estimated Total Annual Pounds of Deer 

Graph 2 displays estimated lbs for deer harvested in the mgmt area that includes
Sitka* (2).

Graph 1 : Most Harvested Fish and Game 

Graph 1 displays the proportions of the most harvested fish and game in 2022-
2023 as reported by survey respondents. This data was not collected in 2013. 

*Data Source: Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Sitka Black Tailed Deer Harvest Statistics
1. Ristroph, Barrett ( 2021) Still Melting: How Climate Change and Subsistence Laws Contrain Alaska Native Village Adaptation. Colorado Natural

Resource, Energy & Environmental Law Review. 30 (2).
2. Estimates calculated by taking the percent of population (males vs females) x est. number of individuals harvested*Usable Meat per Yearling or

Adult= Estimated Total Pounds. Data provided by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  

Hunt,Fish,Gather,Grow



What Next? 

More opportunities for meaningful co-
management between Tribes and
subsistence agencies that does not
result in tokenization or mere
consultation between groups is
essential. The Alaska Eskimo Whaling
Commission provides an example of
what this could look like in Southeast
Alaska.

Agencies could also make regulations
more adaptable by adjusting
regulations in response to
environmental changes such as
landslides or heavy snowfall.

Decision making bodies like the Board
of Fish and the Board of Game have
been criticized for being exclusionary.
These agencies could start to remedy
this by recognizing community
knowledge, and increasing
representation from Alaska Native
communities. This could ensure
responsiveness to local conditions and
support long-standing local cultural
practices for fostering resource
abundance.

Table 1: Estimated Salmon Harvest 1994-2020 

Table displays estimated number of salmon harvest through subsistence means
across Alaska*.

“[When asked about hunting and fishing regulations] sometimes you just want to
become an outlaw, just to keep up with everything.”

Participant of Traditional and Customary Foods Focus Group

Photo credit: KCAW Raven Radio
*Data Source: ADF&G Division of Subsistence, ASFDB 2020.



Wild Game and Seafood - significant elements of Sitkans’ diets

“Culture is healing. When I think of deer meat I can taste it in my mouth. When I think of seal
grease I can taste it without even having it in front of me. It is in our bodies. I feel like if we

were to invest in the Tlingit culture and show [people how to harvest] and provide them the
resources to get their own food, that’s healthy.”

Melanie Boord, STA Social Services Director 

What?
Sitkans eat a lot of locally harvested wild game
and seafood! 55.9% of survey respondents
reported eating wild game and/or seafood several
times a week (Graph 1). The steering committee
also estimated what it would cost to replace
some of these sources of protein with a similar
food if Sitkans were to purchase them at local
grocery stores. 

So What? 
Eating wild and traditional foods provides access
to healthy proteins, connection to cultural
traditions, and a way to offset grocery store bills.
Purchasing these foods at the store would be
extremely cost prohibitive (Graph 2), but
harvesting is also expensive. Sitkans interviewed
spoke of the challenges associated with accessing
traditional and wild foods including fuel and
equipment costs, lack of knowledge or lack of
equipment. 

What Next? 
Sitkans want to harvest their own foods,
but there are numerous barriers to doing
so. Providing programs to offset the costs
of eating wild game and seafood, like
subsidies for fuel or equipment, were
suggested as one way of helping Sitkans.
Support for additional hands-on programs
to teach traditional cultural knowledge and
subsistence skills may also be a critical
investment for ensuring local food security
in the long run. A boat sharing program
could also help to give Sitkans a safe and
more affordable option for harvesting their
own foods.

Graph 1 : Percent of Respondents that Eat Game and Fish 

Graph 1 displays the proportions of how frequently survey respondents ate
wild game and seafood. 

Graph 2: Average Cost to Replace Game and Seafood 

Graph 1 displays how much it would cost to replace certain game and fish
species based on estimated pounds harvested and average retail costs. 

Hunt,Fish,Gather,Grow



Protection of tribal citizens’ 
rights to access subsistence resources.

Decrease in ocean productivity.

76%

What?
STA fought hard to be able to provide traditional foods to Elders and
Tribal Citizens through their Traditional Foods Distribution Program.
In 2017 STA conducted a Tribal Needs Assessment and asked tribal
citizens to rank the most important subsistence issue (bold) and

the most pressing climate change issue (italics). 

So What? 

The Sitka Tribe of Alaska’s Traditional Foods
Program is the only way many Tribal Citizens
can get traditional foods, without having to
harvest or purchase it themselves. However
this program faces hurdles, including staffing

and boat maintenance issues, and is
insufficient to meet community needs solely.
From June 2023 to March 2024 largely no one

was employed in the Traditional Foods
Program

Key Informant Sitka Tribe of Alaska (STA)

Protection of and access to herring.

Impact on freshwater systems.

Heavy metal contamination of subsistence
foods.

Monitoring and testing of Harmful Algal
Blooms.

Impacts of climate change on subsistence
 resources.

Effects on wild plants.

76% of Tribal Citizens said
they were very concerned
about the future stock of
Yaaw (Herring) in the 2017
Tribal Needs Assessment. 

What Next? 
Many focus group participants indicated that their

families would benefit from learning traditional
harvesting skills. Regular access to a boat would was
also seen as a way to access traditional foods more

frequently than is currently provided by the STA
Traditional Foods Program . 

Data Source: 2017 Tribal Needs Assessment

Hunt,Fish,Gather,Grow



Growing and Eating Local Fruits and
Vegetables 

What?
Sitkans get their local fruits and

vegetables mostly from the generosity
of family and friends and from the Sitka

Farmers Market (Graph 1). 34% of survey
respondents reported eating locally

produced or harvested vegetables and
fruit a few times per week, which is

almost 10% higher than in 2013 (Graph
2). Many participants cited cost as the

biggest barrier to buying local produce.
Survey respondents noted age,

knowledge of local plants, and fear of
bears also prevented wild harvesting.  

What Next? 
Sitka residents can redeem SNAP and WIC
benefits at the Farmers Market, but yearly

redemption rates are low. Outreach to get
more Sitkans aware of this benefit and get

them comfortable at the Farmers Market may
help to raise redemption rates. Continuing to

provide cooking classes will help more Sitkans
use locally produced fresh food. Local, state,

and federal subsidies provided to local farmers
to provide them a living wage would also help

to reduce costs at the farmer’s market.  

So What? 
Food security isn’t just about access to food,

it’s about access to nutritionally dense food
like fruits and vegetables. Local foods also

have the added benefit of less carbon input
and offer the added bonus of exercise when
working to produce, gather or harvest these

foods. Additionally, higher fruit and vegetable
intakes have been cited as a protective factor

against chronic diseases such as cancer and
heart disease (Healthy People 2030). 

Graph 1 : Common Ways Respondents Access
Local Fruits and Vegetables 

Graph 1 compares the proportions of the different methods survey
respondents used to access local fruits and vegetables in 2013 vs 2023.

Graph 2: How Often Survey Participants are Eating
Local Fruits and Vegetables

Graph 2 compares the proportions of the different methods survey
respondents used to access local fruits and vegetables in 2023. 

Healthy People 2030. Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. https://health.gov/healthypeople1.

Hunt,Fish,Gather,Grow



What?
The percentage of survey respondents who gardened in 2013 was similar to those who

gardened in 2023: 52% in 2013 compared to 53% in 2023. The most common reasons for
not gardening in the survey included a lack of space, a lack of knowledge, a lack of time, and

cost. Since the closure of the Blatchley Community Garden site in 2016 many Sitka
residents have not had access to low cost garden rental space for growing food.

Additionally, a lack of affordable and stable housing limits the amount of gardening renters
are able to do.  

So What?
Growing food in Sitka is challenging, but not impossible. Families that grow their own food
can reduce their overall food costs. Rhubarb, kale, potatoes, and snap peas are just a few

examples of nutrient-rich plants that grow well in Sitka. As the cost of purchasing groceries
continues to increase and outpace local incomes, gardening is becoming more necessary.
Community gardens help eliminate some of the starter costs, space constraints, and lack

of knowledge many renters and first time gardeners face.
.

Spotlight on Household Gardening

What Next?
Design work has been completed on plans for a new ½-acre
garden site at the end of Jarvis Street, coordinated by local non-
profits (Figure 1) as has the City & Borough’s lease application .
The hope is to make this garden available for rent in Spring of
2026 with more than 40, ten-foot by twenty-foot garden plots. 
There continues to be a need for more community spaces in
Sitka neighborhoods for gardens. There also is a need for more
affordable housing. The City and Borough of Sitka is currently
embarking on an effort to identify locations where new housing
may be developed close to town. City planners should consider
south-facing green spaces to be incorporated into the planning
effort so that residents have the conditions necessary for
growing food. Additionally, it is esstenial that Sitka Cooperative
Extension Office continues to provide resources and training for
growing food in Alaska.

Figure 1: Jarvis Street Community Garden

Hunt,Fish,Gather,Grow

Your paragraph text

Photo credit:Transition Sitka



What Next?
Participants at the April 2024 Food Summit

confirmed the high cost of food in Sitka. They
also posed important questions like why is

food subject to municipal sales tax in Sitka?
How can we reduce our food costs in Sitka?

Grow more, support local farmers? How can
we understand what’s really contributing to

higher food costs in Sitka - transportation
costs? What about investing in

hydro/aquaponics to grow greens in Sitka?
Undertaking quarterly local surveys based on

the various USDA plans in our local
supermarkets could be a useful way to monitor

this situation and inform planning. 

Food Shopping
Price of Food

What?
According to the Food Cost Survey (1) food costs in
Sitka showed a steady upward trend between 2012

and 2018 (the final year the Food Cost Survey was
undertaken) rising by 21.3% over this period. Sitka

food costs were 60% higher than Portland, Oregon;
30.1% higher than Anchorage; and 22.4% higher than
Ketchikan (Graph 1). Without Sitka data provided by

the UAF Food Cost Survey, the USDA’s dataset on
the cost of the Thrifty Food Plan (2) in Alaska

(specifically Anchorage) and Hawaii was used. This
dataset showed how food prices have changed

between 2013 and 2023 (Graph 2). Sitka’s cost for
the Thrifty Food Plan was projected using the

average difference between Anchorage and Sitka
from 2012-2018 which was 31.6% and 57.6% higher

than the US (3).
  

 
.

1. Survey conducted by the UAF Cooperative Extension Service

So What? 
Food is expensive in Sitka, especially compared

to Anchorage and the Lower 48. Rising food
costs often require households to make hard

choices about what foods they can afford. For
households with fixed incomes, increasing food

costs often mean making choices between
paying for heat, medications or food. Many
Sitkans are looking for ways to stretch their

food buying power which may mean taking their
food dollars online to get better deals or going

without favorite or preferred foods. 

2. Note that the Consumer Price Index recorded an increase in food prices in the Lower 48 of 31.8% between 2019 and 2023.

USDA d l f f d l h i h f i i di i i i h Th if L C M d C d Lib l F d Pl Th Th if F d Pl (TFP) i h l f h f Th TFP

3. USDA develops four food plans that estimate the cost of a nutritious diet across various price points—the Thrifty, Low-Cost, Moderate-Cost and Liberal Food Plans. The Thrifty Food Plan (TFP) is the lowest cost of the four.  The TFP
represents the cost to purchase groceries for a family of four – an adult male and female, ages 20-50, and two children, ages 6-8 and 9-11. The plan is designed to meet the nutritional needs of an average person consuming a healthy, cost-

conscious diet at home.  It  serves as the basis for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) maximum benefit allotments.

Graph 1: Comparison of the Weekly Cost of Food in
Different Communities

Graph 1 displays the weekly cost of food between several communities in Alaska and the
Lower 48. Data from UAF Cooperative Extension Service Food Cost Survey.

Graph 2: Weekly Thrifty Food Plan Costs for the US, Anchorage,
and Projected Sitka Costs 

Graph 2 displays the cost of the thrifty food plan in different locations between 2019
and 2024.



The Sitka Food Co-op emerged in
2011 and served 114 households with

$74,020.37 in sales in 2012. 

In 2023 there were 303 active
households plus 219 non-paid

members with $555,907 in gross
sales plus another $165,118 in Blue
Valley Meat and Azure Standard

sales.* 

Food Shopping
Shopping Location

What?
Focus group findings and survey results show that
Sitkans support local grocers with their food
dollars. They are also using other grocery sources
like the Sitka Food Co-op, Sitka Bulk Foods and
online retailers to meet their food needs. While
Chelan Produce closed during the COVID-19
epidemic in 2020, there has been an uptick in
organic produce buying through both the Sitka
Food Co-op and Organic Sitka, with a smaller
percentage purchased through Full Circle Farm,
based in Carnation, WA. 

So What? 
Sitkans have a desire to shop locally yet the alarming
increase in food costs and the pressure it puts on
household budgets is moving more Sitkans to enter into
the online environment to secure better prices. The
increase in Sitka Food Co-op memberships and the entry
of Sitka Bulk Foods to the grocery landscape speak to
the evolving need for additional choices focused on both
price and quality. The food costs at the Sitka Food Co-op
and Sitka Bulk Foods may also be cost prohibitive to
Sitkans on tight budgets.

 

 

*Sitka Food Co-op 2023 Annual Report

What Next?

Graph 1: Where Sitka Food Survey Participants Shop

Graph 1 displays the proportion of survey respondents shopping locations and methods. 

The City & Borough of Sitka, Sitka Economic Development Association and
concerned Sitkans need to monitor rising food prices and explore what is
contributing to higher prices in Sitka. Higher food prices add to the high cost of
living in Sitka that can force people out or keep people from moving here for
employment. Additionally, helping community members investigate lower cost
ways to access food like establishing neighborhood buying clubs that use grocery
options like Azure Standard or participating in the Sitka Food Co-op makes sense
for motivated Sitkans who want to reduce their monthly grocery bill.

“PRICE!, PRICE!, PRICE!” - unanimously the primary driver as to where Food
shopping focus group participants shop followed by “quality”.



Food Shopping
Emergency Food and Planning

What?
While 63.7% of Sitkans reported
having 2 weeks or more of
emergency food stores on hand,
close to a third don't have enough
food to last even a week (Graph
1).This reflects no real change
compared to the 2013 food
assessment. However, people with
lower incomes and those living in
rental properties with limited
storage are unlikely to have
sufficient food if Sitka faced an
emergency situation, especially if
required to evacuate.

What Next?
The previous food assessment suggested that Sitka consider a community food caching system to
safeguard food for emergency situations, similar to what was done in the City of Cannon Beach in
Oregon. To date this idea has not gotten much traction. Now, with the increased understanding of the
risks and impacts of landslides (and to a lesser extent earthquakes and tsunamis), it is important for the
Local Emergency Planning Committee to direct attention to the creation of a community food caching
system.

So What?
While it’s critical that every Sitka household has a 7-14 day supply of food and water in case of an
emergency, including for pets, it’s clear that a third of Sitka households are not prepared. This is due to
either a shortage of space, a lack of financial resources, or both. Additionally, given that most Sitkans
prefer freezing as their food preservation practice, stores of frozen fish, deer, berries and other foods are
likely to be lost if the power is out for an extended period of time.

Graph 1: On Hand Food Reported by Survey Participants 

Graph 1 displays how much food survey respondents reported having on hand in case of an
emergency in 2013 vs. 2023. 



Food Assistance
Spotlight on Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) 

What?
In 2013 almost 800 households and
1,400 people were receiving SNAP
benefits, while only 200 households and
under 800 people were receiving the
same benefits in 2023 (Graph 1).
Participants in the food assistance focus
group referenced long wait times, limited
call hours, waiting up to 6 months for
benefits to arrive, and/or receiving
unhelpfully small amounts of assistance
in 2023.

The percentage of survey respondents
participating in SNAP decreased in 2023,
while participation in other food
assistance programs remained the same
or increased (Graph 2). 

Data from the Alaska Department of
Health and Social Services shows wait
times for benefits are getting shorter,
but are still not back to previous 2022
levels (Graph 3).

So What?
The steering committee feels this
decline in SNAP participation is not
necessarily due to a decrease in need,
but rather a massive backlog of cases
brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic,
state staff shortages, and changes in
eligibility requirements. Increased and
continued participation in local food
assistance programs indicates ongoing
need. 

Graph 1 : Average Participation of SNAP in Sitka*

Graph 1 shows the average number, for households and individuals, of
participation of Sitka Residents in SNAP benefits* 

Graph 2: Proportion of Respondents Participating in
SNAP in 2013 vs. 2023

Graph 2 compares the proportion of survey respondents utilizing
different food assistance programs, including SNAP, in 2013 vs. 2023.  

*Data Source: Alaska Department of Health and Social Services. 



What Next?
Food Assistance is one method to increase food security.
Though it isn’t a perfect program, SNAP provides relief to
many families and individuals. The USDA fined the state
$11.9M for failing to ensure if SNAP recipients were eligible.
Additionally, the state paused interviews to catch-up on the
backlog and the USDA threatened to reduce funding for
the program as a result. Currently the Division of Public
Health is facing several lawsuits over its handling of SNAP
and Medicaid applications. Some Alaskans are even being
asked to repay benefits in the instances in which the State
overestimated their need*. 

How can the state prevent this from happening again?
Lowering the “payment error rate”, filling open staff
positions, reducing staff onboarding times, and relaxing
requirements for renewing applications could help.
Additionally, federal agencies looking to reprimand
negligent state agencies should not place the burden on
people seeking services. 

Graph 3: SNAP Application Timeliness State Fiscal
Year 2023*

Graph 3 displays the proportion of SNAP applications processed within a
given month for SFY 2023 . 

“[SNAP] Food stamps take a long time to process your application even if you are renewing your application. They
have not reviewed it yet since August [it’s December]. I have applied three or four times, and haven’t even gotten
a letter. It’s just left in the dark. That is a big stresser. That is how I feed my kids. If it wasn’t for SAFV and the
Salvation Army my kids and I would be starving.”

Food Assistance Focus Group Participant

Your paragraph text

Your paragraph text

*Information provided by the Alaska Public Media Article “USDA fines Alaska $11.9M for failing to ensure SNAP recipients are eligible”. 



Food Assistance
Spotlight on Sitkans Against Family Violence (SAFV) 

What? 
SAFV provides food boxes that are available to anyone in the community, no questions asked. SAFV
gave away food boxes to 619 individuals between July 2023 and January 2024. Staff record the
number of people in a household when someone requests a box and that number is then tallied.
SAFV was not offering food boxes at this level in 2013, in part due to lack of community need. 

So what?
Pandemic resources dwindled in Sitka and SNAP (food stamp) benefits were on hold. In response,
SAFV began to see a higher number of calls from the community requesting food assistance in
2023. It soon became clear that the Salvation Army was the main resource to get food in Sitka.
SAFV decided to more fully advertise food boxes to the community. All food that has been
distributed to date has come through donations, food drives (sponsored by SAFV and the Coast
Guard), and through grant donations that have allowed SAFV to buy food on a weekly basis.

What next? 
 SAFV needs continued funding for

food assistance and to host food
drives. SAFV plans to continue to

allocate staff hours to shopping
and maintaining the food pantry,

but there are concerns over state
budget cuts to the Council on
Domestic Violence and Sexual

Assault. This highlights the
importance of local, sustainable

funding for programs.
 

“SAFV foodboxes have helped me tremendously. I can just call or text
and I get my box that same day. It has saved me a lot. It has been a huge
savior for me in the last couple months. Anytime I need it’s available.”

Food Assistance Focus Group Participant

Graph 1 : Community Participation in SAFV Boxes 2023-2024

Graph 1 shows the number of people utilizing SAFV food boxes between 2023 and 2024.
Data does not distinguish households from individuals. As shown, the number of people

accessing SAFV food boxes increases in 2024, with the highest month of need in January. 



Food Assistance
Spotlight on Salavation Army 

1,750
Hot lunches per month
since August of 2023. 

1,000
Pounds of food being
given out each day. 

70+
Individuals receive

assistance from the
Salavation Army. 

What? 
The Salvation Army provides a hot lunch Monday-Friday. They also have food commodities (food
provided from the USDA) available once a month for up to 20 people. In addition, they reported

giving out 1,000lbs of locally donated food each day between August 2023 and February 2024. In
the last six months alone they have provided 3x the amount of meals served in all of 2013. Hot

meals are made and distributed by volunteers each day. The Captains of the Salvation Army say
volunteer shortages, lack of financial support from local government, and the need for food
services in the community limits other work the organization would like to get done, such as

building repairs and other community services.

So What? 
The Salvation Army fills a huge need for food and other assistance in our community. Some people
receive their only hot meal of the day at the Salvation Army. Services like the food pantry at the
Salvation Army are designed to provide temporary, emergency relief to people in need, but
evidence from this assessment shows that more and more people are relying on these services on
an everyday basis as opposed to an emergency need. This suggests that more people in our
community are experiencing chronic food insecurity.

What next? 
Support from the city in the form of rental assistance would help to take some

of the burden off of families and non-profits. Utilities assistance is currently
provided to low-income households, but better awareness of the Low Income

Home Energy Assistance Program* and capacity to help households apply to
this program would be beneficial. Other communities in Alaska have supported

ordinances that remove taxes on food as one way to reduce the burden of food
costs on residents.

“Everywhere [else] we’ve lived the city had an involvement in rental assistance and
utility forgiveness. And often they were the ones that were coordinating that and
passing [funds] out to the organizations. This is the only community I’ve ever
been to that doesn’t do that.”

Captain Philip Mccutcheon, Salavation Army
*Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP). https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ocs/programs/liheap.



2022 Breakfast Program 
Served breakfast to 225 children over 9 days.
Sitka Seed Library
Provides seeds at no charge to community members.
No library card needed. 

Food Assistance
Other Food Assistance Services

What? 
Many other organizations are

spearheading efforts to fill gaps and
provide services. The number and

type of programs have changed
since 2013 but organizations (often
the same people and organizations)

step-up to address needs.

SITKA PUBLIC LIBRARY

SITKA TRIBE OF ALASKA
Social Services 
Distributed 633 grocery store cards in 2023 for a cost of $51, 010.
Transitional housing assisted 5 people with groceries for a cost of 
$2,800 in 2023. Emergency and General Assistance provided 15
people with $5794.50 in 2023. 
Cultural Resources Education and Employment 
Covered 73 school days of lunch for families who did not qualify for
reduced lunch. Lunches cost $20,464.10 for 48 children in 2023. 

 

SUNDAY MANNA MEALS
SITKA HOMELESS COALITION

Subway Meal Program
 Served 157 meals to 37 unique individuals 

Lakeside Dinner Program 
Supplied 2,564 meals to 201 adults and an estimated 12 children.

In total, the program cost was $32,096.26. 

 WHITE ELEPHANT

So What?  
Compassion fatigue is a real issue. If

the same people and organizations are
called to carry the burden time and

time again, without broader
community support, important

services and resources for people in
need may dwindle 

What Next?
As Tribal Council Chairman Widmark
stated “food is a community issue”. It

can’t be solved by one entity or
program. Having a wide diversity of

funding available, program types, and
eligibility requirements means a more

resilient food system and more people
accessing help.

Provided $95,000 in community grants in
2023. A large focus and portion of that

funding went to community organizations
conducting food security work.  

A rotating group of churches provided
1,032 meals for 766 people in 2023. 

SITKA TRIBE OF ALASKA

Gáax’w (herring eggs): Staff and volunteers harvested nearly 3,600 pounds of in 2024. More than 200 grocery bags of
gáax’w and nearly 200 packages of roe on kelp were distrubuted. Nearly 600 pounds were frozen for future use. 

Other resources harvested, processed, and delivered in the past year include x̱ ’aakw (183 sockeye), t’á (67 packages
of king salmon and 102 heads), coho salmon (62 packages), chum salmon eggs (5 packages), cháatl (halibut) (140

packages of filets, 7 packages of cheeks), x̱ ’áax’w (ling cod) (three packages), léiḵ’w (rockfish) (175 packages),
saak (hooligan) (21 packages),g̱ uwakaan (deer) (30 packages), tsaa ( seal) (8 packages), jánwu (mountain goat)

(16 packages), laak'ásk (black seaweed) (203 bags).

Resource Protection- Traditional Foods Program

In total, $13,321.43 was spent on meals programming in 2023. An
estimated 1,091 meals were served to an estimated 114 individuals in 2023.



School Food Environment
Free and Reduced Lunches

What? 
Free and reduced lunch participation
rates in Sitka, across all schools, has
remained relatively constant since 2013
(Graph 1). Mt. Edgecumbe and Pacific
High School have higher participation
rates than other schools. Mt.
Edgecumbe is considered a high
poverty school, therefore all students
receive free breakfast and lunch without
having to fill out a household
application. Pacific High has a garden
program where students grow, harvest,
and process local foods. Food that is
grown in the garden is used in school
lunches (see case studies). 

The White Elephant non-profit paid off
the debts of overdue lunch fees for the
Sitka School district totaling approx.
$5,000 in 2023. A Sitka Tribe of Alaska
Program covered the bill of 48 students
who did not qualify for free or reduced
lunch totaling $20,464.10 in 2023.

So What? 
The free and reduced lunch program is an
important piece of community food security, but it
still does not capture all students. Budget cuts in
the state are shrinking food budgets at schools
while the price of food in schools shop by an
astonishing 294% in 2023 (1). So the same amount
of students qualify for free and reduced lunches,
but debts remain and food costs more. What Next? 

Local schools are having to make tough budget decisions amongst budget cuts, rising costs, and staff cuts.
Other concerns at the district level may lead to deprioritization of food issues. Participating in local school

board meetings to advocate for more funding for school lunches and supporting local programs that increase
food security in schools like the Sitka White Elephant, Sitka Tribe of Alaska Cultural Resources Education and

Employment Program, the Pacific High Garden, Sitka 4-H, and Blessings in a Backpack remain critical. 
*Data Source: Alaska Department of Education and Early Development

1. Alaska schools struggling to keep up with the cost of food,https://www.kfsk.org/2023/06/22/alaska-schools-cost-of-food/
 

Graph 1 : Community Participation in SAFV Boxes 2023-2024

Graph 1 shows the number of students who qualitfy and participate in Free and Reduced
Lunches in Sitka from 2019 to 2023. Data before 2019 was not available. 

Photo Credit: Alaska Department of Health 



Food Production
What? 
The number and type of food producers in
Sitka has changed since 2013. The fish and
seafood industry is holding steady with three
large producers, two local retailers, and an
additional retail operation connecting
consumers in the Midwest with Sitka
sourced seafood. The number of produce
growers remains steady, but they are aging
and with that comes less available produce
and Community Supported Agriculture
shares. Food producer interviewees
frequently commented on the lack of
available land, difficulty making soil, and the
significant challenges of growing food in
Southeast Alaska. Mariculture is also an
emerging area of food production for both
shellfish and sea vegetables. Gardening in
Sitka has held steady and it’s unknown how
many Sitkans are engaged in backyard animal
husbandry.

So What? 
It’s critical to point out that the cost of growing, harvesting, and adding
value to products in Sitka is high due to both the input of raw materials

and labor costs. This is seen as a key barrier to increasing production
and adds an additional barrier to making local food available to Sitkans.
Most of the producers interviewed spoke to incredible local consumer

support for their products and increasing demand for local products
and yet were unsure if it’s financially feasible to expand to meet

demand. Food production and local harvest at the household level
becomes even more important given these barriers for consumers.

 What Next? 
Several of the growers talked about the potential of moving into hydroponic growing or controlled environment
agriculture (CEA). This would address issues of land availability, lack of soil, and the challenges of the Southeast
growing season. Outpost Agriculture, a non-profit hydroponic grower based in Ketchikan, is exploring moving their
operation across Alaska using CEA technologies and Sitka is on the radar for a unit. Outpost Agriculture applied for
a USDA Community Food Grant on behalf of Sitka but did not receive an award. Currently, the organization is
exploring serious options for bringing a CEA to Sitka in the next several years.

An infusion of resources through the Mariculture Cluster Grant, part of the federal Build Back Better program, may
prove promising. While there is quite a lot of testing, licensing, and permitting involved that adds to the start-up
costs and time to get these mariculture operations “off the sea ground”, this may offer a way to boost local food
production. In order to increase availability to all income levels there needs to be not only public education around
incorporating more sea vegetables and shellfish in one’s diet, but also ways to bring the cost of these products
down.

Increasing household food production requires a concentrated effort with coordination between UAF’s
Cooperative Extension Service, local non-profits, and tribal and city governments. An approach similar to the
Victory Gardens grown during World War II might be impactful, as would looking into a local ordinance to make it
easier for households to keep chickens and ducks.

Photo Credit: Outpost Agriculture



Summary Findings: 

The Alaska SNAP Backlog is impacting local people.

Food in town is expensive and many people are struggling. 

COVID-19 era programs and policies provided unique access to food-
resources and support have diminished since the pandemic ended.

More Sitkans want to hunt, fish, and gather for food, but significant and
multiple barriers to doing so exist. 

Hydroponics and mariculture represent emerging sectors for local food
production.

Top Solutions and Strategies: 

Supporting a community-run food pantry to supplement other assistance
services. 

Additional educational programs on ethical harvesting techniques and
providing more opportunitites to learn how to fish/hunt, with access to
equipment and knowledge.

Providing stipends and/or subsidies to support subsistence activities. 

Encouraging stores and/or nonprofits to carry a larger section of Asian foods
by providing a way to supplements costs to ship. 

Supporting a city motion to remove the tax on food. 

Summary Findings and 
Policy Recommendations:



Thank you for
your consideration
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What?
SCS is a local nonprofit with the mission of protecting
the natural environment of the Tongass National Forest,
while supporting the development of socially,
economically and environmentally sustainable
communities across Southeast Alaska. Since 2011, SCS
has coordinated the Fish to Schools donation drive,
working with fishermen, seafood processors, the Sitka
School District, Mt. Edgecumbe High School, and other
schools to provide local, wild salmon and rockfish to
local youth via school lunch programs. Fish to Schools
typically distributes well over 600 pounds of local
seafood to schools each year, but fish availability
fluctuates year to year.

So What?
The Fish to Schools program give Alaskan kids the opportunity to eat
foods from their backyard, help offset rising lunch costs, and introduce
omega 3 fatty acids, important for brain development. Recent statistics
shared by USDA* show that there is less food waste when students get
local food for lunch.

Case Studies:
Sitka Conservation Society 
(SCS) and Fish to Schools Program

 4-H Alaska Way of Life program that helps youth
learn about the lands and waters of the Tongass,

learn conservation and harvesting knowledge
and skills; and practice civic engagement. Youth

projects include harvesting wild foods, deer
tracking and processing, food preservation, and

cooking and baking.

SCS has partnered with Pacific High School to support
their Farm to Table program, which teaches students to

grow, harvest, and process local foods. The food that
students grow from their garden is used in the students’

school lunches. SCS has helped to fundraise,
coordinate, host a School Garden Coordinator position,

and expand the school’s growing space.

The food security initiatives that SCS supports improve access to food, builds local food knowledge, invests in
Sitka’s capacity to produce and harvest local foods, and increases community resilience by developing healthy

relationships between local institutions. Here are some of the other programs they currently support: 

What’s Next?
SCS is continuing to support the 4-H Alaska Way of Life program, the Fish to Schools program, the Sitka Public
Library Summer Snack Program, and Pacific High School’s Farm to Table program. SCS is looking for novel and
sustainable funding sources to allow activity improvements, including compensating local fishermen to supply local
schools, supporting consistent staffing at Pacific High School, and completing the Pacific High School farm site
development.

Photo credit: top photo Bon Appetite, bottom photo KCAW

*Data Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015 



Case Studies:
Blessings in a Backpack Program

What?

Sitka’s Blessings in a Backpack program was launched during the 2012-2013 school year and has been feeding
Sitka’s children ever since. Part of a nationwide non-profit organization, the mission of Blessings in a Backpack
is to mobilize communities, individuals, and resources to provide food on the weekends for school-aged
children who might otherwise go hungry. In Sitka, this means each child enrolled in the program gets a bag of
food every Friday to bring home and eat over the weekend.

The Sitka Blessings in a Backpack program is entirely volunteer-operated and funded through a
combination of donations and grants. The Blessings Program Coordinator works closely with
Sitka School District staff to ensure that students in need get connected with the program. There
is no need for families to demonstrate financial need or state their income, which allows us to
provide aid regardless of the details of a child’s individual situation.

What’s Next?

The number of children enrolled in the Blessings in a Backpack
program has steadily increased since its establishment in 2012,
and that trend seems likely to continue in the coming years.
How can we expand the program to meet the needs of all
children dealing with food insecurity in Sitka? What structural
changes can be made to ensure that all children have access to
culturally appropriate food in sufficient quantities to fuel
growing bodies and minds? How can we continue to assist
Sitka’s youth given the sharp rise in grocery prices in recent
years? How can we better support siblings, parents, and
guardians of program participants?

So What?

Rising food prices and supply chain issues pose serious challenges to the
the program. Blessings in a Backpack national guidelines state that yearly

spending should be limited to $175 per child per year, which is often
impossible given food prices in Sitka. The guidelines also indicate which

types of food should be provided, which can be challenging given Sitka’s
food prices and limited grocery options. Roadblocks to accessing SNAP

benefits through the state of Alaska have put more and more families in a
precarious situation in terms of food security, which has led more families to

rely on programs like Blessings in a Backpack with minimal
enrollment requirements.



Case Studies:

4-H Gardening and Garden Chef Project

What?
Youth ages 5-18 are invited to participate in the entire process of farm to table. Starting seeds
inside, planting in the garden, and harvesting and cooking with local ingredients. Youth also
practice entrepreneurship skills by selling at one farmers market in the summer and preparing
meals with ingredients on a quarterly basis at a Supper Club.

So What?
Youth are taught important life skills and are educated on where food comes from. Various
gardening opportunities are offered in the schools but predominantly at Pacific High and
during the off season of gardening (not in the summer).

What’s Next?
Every year youth help plan and organize the garden. The program is excited to include more
cut flowers which will be sold at the farmer's market. Youth will also work on developing their
own product and processing, labeling, and marketing it in addition to selling fresh produce.

Photo Credit: Jasmine Shaw


