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INTRODUCTION 

Food Justice is a crucial civil rights movement aiming to rectify the historic and current inequities 
disproportionately impacting low-income and communities of color throughout the food system. 
Systemic racism and the corporate consolidation of power in food production, distribution, and 
service has led to labor exploitation, environmental degradation, and higher rates of diet-related 
disease in Chicago’s Black and Brown communities.  In response, the Chicago Food Policy 
Action Council (CFPAC) has sought to facilitate the development of policies seeking to achieve 
the food sovereignty of Chicagoans and ensure their power to produce and access sustainable, 
fair, nutritious, affordable, and culturally significant food.  

We are looking for Chicago’s next mayor to unabashedly fight for the rights of communities by 
pushing a progressive agenda addressing not only these issues but also creating processes and 
infrastructure within City Hall to center community control, transparency, and equitable 
pathways for community wealth building. 

Chicago’s food policy and investments should look comprehensively at the food system as a 
whole to drive social, economic, and environmental justice and equity.  This includes production, 
processing, distribution, storage, retail, restaurants, and institutions. The policy and investment 
strategies should support wealth creation opportunities in urban and rural communities while 
addressing issues of obesity and diabetes, low wage jobs, food waste, sustainable energy 
generation, access to healthy and culturally appropriate foods, decriminalization of cannabis, 
and environmental impacts of industrial agriculture. 

CFPAC sent the following questions to both of the runoff candidates, Lori Lightfoot and Toni 
Preckwinkle on March 19, 2019.  Please note that while the Lightfoot campaign was unable to 
provide detailed answers, we have included the general answers that were given. 
 
 
 
  

Planting An Equitable Chicago  |  3 



 
OVERVIEW OF QUESTIONS & RESPONSES 

Good Food Purchasing: If elected as Chicago’s mayor, will you make sure the Good Food Purchasing Program is prioritized 
and effectively implemented in all city agencies and departments? Will you make sure the City of Chicago achieves a high star 
rating within the next five years? 

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
"I will develop and adopt an multi-year action plan with 
benchmarks to measure success towards Good Food 

Purchasing Standards, diversity goals, and programs to 
support emerging producers and suppliers from Priority Areas 

and diverse communities including accountability systems 
with appropriate vendors/distributors to verify sourcing 

commitments and assess current food procurement practices 
within 6 months." 

Land Access: Will you support farmers of color to gain secure access to affordable land for food production? 

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
"Urban agriculture is not dangerous or unattractive. Quite the 
opposite: urban farmers improve the land and soil, clean up 

dumped materials... Zoning and other regulations should 
acknowledge these benefits and allow urban agriculture to 

thrive." 

Local Entrepreneurship: Will you help build equitable pathways for emerging entrepreneurs and worker cooperatives of color 
in food service, urban agriculture, restaurants, and other food related businesses?  

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
“As mayor, I will work with our partners to quadruple the city’s 

investment in small business microloans to $4 million and 
recruit a bevy of the city’s banking partners to match that 

contribution.” 

Permits and Licensing: Will you make the process of becoming a food entrepreneur easier to navigate for all of Chicago’s 
residents — not just those with extra resources and increased access? 

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
“While safety must always be uppermost, the tangle of 

regulations and permitting requirements is ripe for review and 
overhaul to make sure that all regulations and inspections 

actually serve a purpose.” 
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Environmental Health in Planning: Will you make sure community residents are at the table for development 
decision-making? Will you make sure public health impacts are assessed and preventative measures take precedent in all 
policies and development projects? 

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
“I will make it a priority to assure that the benefits of the new 
green economy are targeted to African American and Latinx 
communities and communities that have suffered the past 

indignities of environmental injustices.” 

Farmers Markets: Will you dedicate city resources to support and invest in farmers markets across the city and leverage the 
markets for creating pathways for urban entrepreneurs and farmers? 

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
“I understand that it takes at least three years for the 

customer base for a market to develop and solidify. For 
City-run markets, I propose extra support during the critical 

early years, such as no cost to vendors to participate.” 

Environmentally Sustainable Jobs: Will you ensure that the money and resources for The Future Energy Jobs Act (FEJA) 
reach the communities it is intended to help? 

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
“My priority is that young people and the un- and 

underemployed, especially from disadvantaged communities, 
can take advantage of the green economy.” 

Food Waste & Composting: Will your administration actively address the reduction, recovery, and redirection of food waste in 
Chicago while supporting local community economic opportunity?  

Lori Lightfoot Toni Preckwinkle 

  
“There are at least seven communities in the near-in suburbs 

that include food scrap collection with yard waste pickup. 
Chicago should ultimately aim for the same, along with other 
models of composting and reducing food waste that create 

entrepreneurial opportunities and jobs.” 
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OVERVIEW OF KEY ISSUE AREAS 

Below are CFPAC’s food justice priorities for the Chicago’s 2019 mayoral runoff. 

 

Good Food Purchasing  

In 2017, the City of Chicago, Chicago Public Schools and the Chicago Park District passed the Good 
Food Purchasing Program. The Good Food Purchasing Program is a framework that requires large 
institutions to direct their buying power toward five core values: local economies, environmental 
sustainability, valued workforce, animal welfare, and nutrition. Currently, four agencies and five city 
departments have begun to implement the program, which covers nearly $300 million in food spending 
annually.  

If elected as Chicago’s mayor, will you make sure the Good Food Purchasing Program is 
prioritized and effectively implemented in all city agencies and departments? Will you make sure 
the City of Chicago achieves a high star rating within the next five years 

  
Land Access 

The City of Chicago has over 32,000 vacant lots. Most of these lots can be found on the south 
and west sides of the city. Barriers to resources have prevented many potential urban farmers 
from utilizing this open space to start farming businesses in their communities.  Additionally, 
access to land for community members can be blocked by aldermen and the City can make the 
process opaque and very slow, while outside developers are handed the “key” to the 
community.  Local land use decisions and processes are lacking meaningful and accountable 
community participation and input. 

Will you support farmers of color to gain secure access to affordable land for food 
production? 

 

Local Entrepreneurship 

As the original home of the Board of Trade and current headquarters of such multinational food 
companies as Archer Daniels Midland, Conagra Brands, and McDonald’s, the City of Chicago 
has served to invest in, promote and privilege multinational food companies and industrial 
agriculture.  Meanwhile, alternative food business models that reinvest profit in the local 
economy and democratize wealth, like urban agriculture, social enterprise organizations, and 
worker-owned cooperatives, have seen relatively little investment or technical assistance from 
the City.  
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Will you help build equitable pathways for emerging entrepreneurs and worker 
cooperatives of color in food service, urban agriculture, restaurants, and other food 
related businesses?  

 

Permits and Licensing 

The current processes for obtaining the permits and licenses necessary to open a small food 
business is neither transparent nor easy to navigate. This puts a substantial burden on those 
with lower incomes or language and cultural differences who do not have adequate resources to 
navigate the system.  

Will you make the process of becoming a food entrepreneur easier to navigate for all of 
Chicago’s residents — not just those with extra resources and increased access? 

 

Environmental Health in Planning 

Historically and currently, the City of Chicago has approved and financed development in 
low-income communities of color without prioritizing the concerns of community residents or 
analyzing the impact on public health and the environment. This is the case with the 
re-development of the former Crawford Coal Power plant in Little Village and North Lawndale, 
which community members had envisioned as a facility for urban agriculture and value-added 
food processing. Instead, City Council approved a nearly $20 million tax break for a distribution 
facility that will adversely affect air quality in the area. This development practice continues to 
disenfranchise frontline communities without proposing alternatives that promote the health and 
wealth of communities.  

Will you make sure community residents are at the table for development 
decision-making? Will you make sure public health impacts are assessed and 
preventative measures take precedent in all policies and development projects? 

 

Farmers Markets 

Farmers markets not only increase access to fresh produce and provide vibrant public spaces, 
but also serve as an entrepreneurial vehicle with the potential to grow businesses from cottage 
food operations to viable commercial enterprises. To date, the City of Chicago’s support for 
farmers markets — especially those situated in low-income communities — has been limited 
and piecemeal.  

Will you dedicate city resources to support and invest in farmers markets across the city 
and leverage the markets for creating pathways for urban entrepreneurs and farmers? 
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Environmentally Sustainable Jobs 

The Illinois legislature passed The Future Energy Jobs Act (FEJA), which devotes $750 million 
to programs that provide training for new energy jobs and help consumers cut their utility bills. It 
is critical that such programs prioritize job creation in the low-income communities and 
communities of color that have been subject to the worst environmental injustices (toxic waste, 
heavy metal contaminants, air pollution) while also having the greatest exposure to the negative 
effects of climate change.  

Will you ensure that the money and resources for FEJA reach the communities it is 
intended to help? 

 

Food Waste & Composting 

Food waste is not only an egregious source of carbon emissions, but also an untapped source 
for healthy meals, regenerative soil production, and alternative energy. Unlike other major cities 
across the U.S and globally, the City of Chicago has done little to reduce, recover, and redirect 
wasted food. For example, there is no city-wide commercial composting system, and the City 
has yet to establish comprehensive regulations on responsible composting businesses.  

Will your administration actively address the reduction, recovery, and redirection of food 
waste in Chicago while supporting local community economic opportunity?  
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RESPONSES 

Lori Lightfoot 

Good Food Purchasing: If elected as Chicago’s mayor, will you make sure the Good Food 
Purchasing Program is prioritized and effectively implemented in all city agencies and 
departments? Will you make sure the City of Chicago achieves a high star rating within the next 
five years? 

 
 
Land Access: Will you support farmers of color to gain secure access to affordable land for food 
production? 

 
 

Local Entrepreneurship: Will you help build equitable pathways for emerging entrepreneurs and 
worker cooperatives of color in food service, urban agriculture, restaurants, and other food 
related businesses? 

  

 

Permits and Licensing: Will you make the process of becoming a food entrepreneur easier to 
navigate for all of Chicago’s residents — not just those with extra resources and increased 
access? 

 
 

Environmental Health in Planning: Will you make sure community residents are at the table for 
development decision-making? Will you make sure public health impacts are assessed and 
preventative measures take precedent in all policies and development projects? 
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Farmers Markets: Will you dedicate city resources to support and invest in farmers markets 
across the city and leverage the markets for creating pathways for urban entrepreneurs and 
farmers? 

 

 

Environmentally Sustainable Jobs: Will you ensure that the money and resources for The Future 
Energy Jobs Act (FEJA) reach the communities it is intended to help? 

 
 
 

Food Waste & Composting: Will your administration actively address the reduction, recovery, 
and redirection of food waste in Chicago while supporting local community economic 
opportunity?  
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Toni Preckwinkle 

Good Food Purchasing: If elected as Chicago’s mayor, will you make sure the Good Food 
Purchasing Program is prioritized and effectively implemented in all city agencies and 
departments? Will you make sure the City of Chicago achieves a high star rating within the next 
five years? 

 
 

I am proud that as County Board President I passed the Good Food Purchasing Program, and we are 
now working to implement it. Our program calls for values-driven purchasing standards backed by 
specific implementation plans – and verification. My plan for the City mirrors my current plan for the 
County:  

● Encourage businesses to grow food organically and engage in bio-dynamic agriculture, 
developing incentives for Requests for Proposal reviews and other potential supports during the 
contracting period;  

● Encourage prospective food vendors to invest in and hire from Priority Communities by: 1) 
developing bonus scores for Requests for Proposal reviews for prospective vendors 
demonstrating a track record of hiring and investing in such communities; and 2) assisting 
prospective vendors in navigating tax incentives and other financial programs designed to 
increase investment in disadvantaged communities;  

● Encourage conveyance of publicly-owned vacant properties (land and buildings) to local minority 
owned and/or controlled social enterprises and/or community land trusts for urban agriculture and 
other food-related enterprises in an equitable fashion by setting ownership goals for minority 
owned and controlled enterprises; developing incentives for Requests for Proposal reviews; 
exploring possibilities for technical assistance and financial assistance, including tax incentives; \  

● Encourage hiring people with arrest and conviction records by developing incentives for Requests 
for Proposal reviews, exploring options for technical assistance and financial assistance, 
including tax incentives;  

● Engage local universities, social enterprises and small consulting firms with demonstrated 
expertise in providing technical assistance to emerging and/or disadvantaged businesses;  

● Communicate Good Food Purchasing Standards to appropriate suppliers, including distributors 
and foodservice companies, and ask them to share data that will help the County complete a 
baseline Good Food Purchasing assessment of food procurement practices within 12 months of 
the adoption of this resolution.  

After the baseline assessment, I will develop and adopt an multi-year action plan with benchmarks to 
measure success towards Good Food Purchasing Standards, diversity goals, and programs to support 
emerging producers and suppliers from Priority Areas and diverse communities including accountability 
systems with appropriate vendors/distributors to verify sourcing commitments and assess current food 
procurement practices within 6 months. The next step is to establish supply chain accountability and 
traceability systems with vendors/distributors to verify sourcing commitments and assess current food 
procurement practices within 6 months; and incorporate Good Food Purchasing Standards into new 
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procurement requests and contracts within 6 months. Progress will be reported annually, with an annual 
public hearing where diverse community stakeholders and residents can ask questions and provide 
feedback on implementation, including due diligence reporting data to verify compliance, measure 
progress, and celebrate successes  

 

 

Land Access: Will you support farmers of color to gain secure access to affordable land for food 
production? 

 
 

I will work with the Land Bank and other entities to assemble parcels available for urban agriculture. In 
addition, I will work to help overcome some of the inherent limitations of this existing model, from which it 
is difficult to grow a real business and make a real living. Larger lots should be sought whenever 
possible. Access to water (and to soil amendments from new composting facilities) should be provided. 
And the zoning code should be reviewed for antiquated barriers such as setbacks, fencing, 
screening/landscaping and so forth. Urban agriculture is not dangerous or unattractive. Quite the 
opposite: urban farmers improve the land and soil, clean up dumped materials, and provide a vibrant 
presence on the street making it safer for children and the elderly and discouraging negative behaviors 
on the land. Zoning and other regulations should acknowledge these benefits and allow urban agriculture 
to thrive. And urban agriculture should be considered at all scales; we may also need larger “truck farms” 
on the outskirts of the City/Suburbs, where lots are larger, land is cheaper and soil less contaminated, 
with educational programs for potential provided through minority and low income communities with 
partners such as City Colleges, and also drawing in as mentors and partners the rich culture of African 
American farmers that has existed in Illinois for decades and should be acknowledged and supported.  
 

 
Local Entrepreneurship: Will you help build equitable pathways for emerging entrepreneurs and 
worker cooperatives of color in food service, urban agriculture, restaurants, and other food 
related businesses? 

  

As mayor, I will work with our partners to quadruple the city’s investment in small business microloans to 
$4 million and recruit a bevy of the city’s banking partners to match that contribution. That additional 
money will not only make a major dent in the demand from capital-starved minority small businesses, but 
it will increase the number of success stories in our community. These additional success stories will 
provide the evidence and ammunition we need to convince more private capital sources to invest in the 
vision, talent and worth ethic in all our communities.  

Planting An Equitable Chicago  |  12 



 
According to a 2019 study by the Community Reinvestment Fund and Next Street, “the fruits of 
Chicago’s small and midsize businesses (SMBs) economy have not been shared equally among the 
city’s residents. The research uncovered significant disparities...along racial, ethnic, gender and 
geographic lines.” Specifically, for businesses owned by women and people of color, ...we identified 
several gaps in the market where the availability of capital and other resources is not always well aligned 
to their reported needs.” The study found a need for grant/equity in the range of $50,000-$250,000 that 
could support startup activity for Black and Latinx entrepreneurs. That is why we are looking to The 
Neighborhood Opportunity Fund, a program that has the potential to meet this need. The Neighborhood 
Opportunity Fund (NOF) is a program that invests density bonuses paid by downtown developers into 
small and medium size businesses in the south, west, and southwest sides via equity grants for 
construction projects and other improvements that grow their businesses. As of August 2018, the 
program had collected $34 million with an additional $170 million in bonus payments pending. As of 
August 2018, the NOF had granted roughly $11 million to 90 small businesses. Current unspent funds 
and expected receipts total almost $200 million. Given the size of the fund and critical need to invest in 
our underserved communities, it is important that the City ensures that the program operates as 
effectively and efficiently as possible so that it can serve its broader purpose of expanding economic 
opportunity to every part of the city. But for this to happen, reforms to the program must be made. There 
is not enough pre-application assistance to prepare small businesses to successfully apply for the grants. 
Too many are woefully unprepared, lowering the number of grants that could be given. In addition, 
because grants are issued as rebates for expenditure, cash-constrained businesses are ill-positioned to 
take advantage. It may not always be possible to borrow against the grants, and even when it is; interest 
payments and other fees eat into the principle. For this reason, some grantees have been significantly 
delayed in actually leveraging their awards for their projects. Finally, as the NOF’s funding grows, it will 
be important to reimagine the program to support broader investment in communities, particularly around 
employment. The NOF program needs to provide both more support and incentives for businesses to 
provide jobs in neighborhoods that need it most.  

Food businesses need special assistance, including classes on food safety, marketing and other relevant 
topics, available right in their neighborhoods at convenient times. The City and its sister agencies can 
also provide an invaluable boost to smaller local food businesses by revamping their contracting 
procedures (see first question on Good Food Purchasing Policy).  

 

 

Permits and Licensing: Will you make the process of becoming a food entrepreneur easier to 
navigate for all of Chicago’s residents — not just those with extra resources and increased 
access? 

 
Starting a small business is daunting enough with Chicago’s jungle of regulations, but food-related 
businesses face additional licensing and inspectional hurdles. People starting food-related businesses 
often pour their life savings, and those of family members, into their business, and can be terrified of 
what is going to happen during City reviews. While safety must always be uppermost, the tangle of 
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regulations and permitting requirements is ripe for review and overhaul to make sure that all regulations 
and inspections actually serve a purpose. In particular, City zoning regulations (see question on Land 
Access) are outdated and need to be reviewed and revised.  

To help food entrepreneurs navigate the City regulatory system, I will institute:  

● One-stop food business permitting information where a business owner can go and find out about 
all of the different permits and regulations that they will need to navigate, and  

● A Food Business Ombudsman who can walk businesses through the process and tell them what 
to expect and what they need to do.  

In fact, I have pledged to revamp the regulatory system easier for all small businesses. I will work with 
the Business Affairs and Consumer Protection (BACP) staff to help businesses through the 
pre-application process which will include small business to-do lists, business counseling, and process 
guides. In addition, BACP will connect small businesses with local workforce development organizations 
including the Chicago Cook Workforce Partnership to help the identify workers in their community to fill 
new jobs created by expansion. On top of that, staff should work with businesses whose applications 
have been denied, to help strengthen their case. With millions of more dollars flowing, the City must 
make sure that the pipeline of qualified applicants grows.  

 

 

Environmental Health in Planning: Will you make sure community residents are at the table for 
development decision-making? Will you make sure public health impacts are assessed and 
preventative measures take precedent in all policies and development projects? 

 
Low income communities, especially African American and Latinx, are often lured into accepting dirty 
industry with the promise of jobs, but the economic pluses often do not outweigh the health and safety 
problems, such as air pollution that worsens asthma and other diseases. Residents of our communities 
have fought to get rid of dirty petcoke piles and coal-fired power plants, only to find their communities 
asked to take additional polluting industries without appropriate community involvement. These 
neighborhoods now fear more cancer, asthma and other respiratory diseases. This is unacceptable.  
 
My values of social justice, equity and opportunity demand that communities’ concerns be considered in 
environmental and planning decision-making. Government has played a historic role in creating 
environmental injustices and government has a unique responsibility to reduce inequity by assuring that 
policies meet the needs of all residents especially those often marginalized and excluded. That’s why, as 
County Board President, I am mandating implicit bias and diversity and inclusion training for all 
employees under me, and moving to formally adopt a racial equity framework for County programs. And 
with a bright outlook for new green jobs and new clean environmental businesses to address pressing 
issues such as lead water pipe replacement, energy efficiency and clean renewable energy, I will make it 
a priority to assure that the benefits of the new green economy are targeted to African American and 
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Latinx communities and communities that have suffered the past indignities of environmental injustices. 
In Chicago, which is the birthplace of the national environmental justice movement, I will make our city a 
leader.  
 

 
Farmers Markets: Will you dedicate city resources to support and invest in farmers markets 
across the city and leverage the markets for creating pathways for urban entrepreneurs and 
farmers? 

 
Farmers Markets, with all their potential to grow local businesses and provide healthy food to 
underserved communities, are struggling. While several recent state laws on cottage foods and related 
topics are helpful, they are not enough. From speaking with people involved in starting up farmers 
markets, I understand that it takes at least three years for the customer base for a market to develop and 
solidify. For City-run markets, I propose extra support during the critical early years, such as no cost to 
vendors to participate. Administrative supports are also needed. I also think that people congregate 
where there are multiple attractions, and the City should be supportive of multiple types of products at 
the markets including not only produce, but prepared foods, preserved foods, soaps and cosmetics, and 
other products and even entertainment that will be attractive to all age groups, making farmers markets 
an easier destination for family groups. This diversity of products will make the markets more successful, 
and also provide outlets for a wider array of local businesses.  
 
Farmers markets are especially lacking in communities of color and lower income, where they are 
needed the most. The City needs to identify and pay special attention to fostering markets in those 
areas, and to recruiting and featuring businesses from those very communities, something that may take 
assistance from trusted community partners such as schools and churches. But another difficulty is that, 
just because good food is physically available to a neighborhood, it is not necessarily accessible. At 
Cook County, our Public Health Department struggles with the fact that not only are many of our 
communities food deserts, there are also appetite deserts, where healthy food is not familiar or culturally 
appropriate, let alone affordable, even if it is available. For someone on a fixed income to risk a portion of 
their weekly food budget on an unfamiliar item can be a huge risk. Education, cooking demonstrations, 
finding trusted community partners to prepare and present unfamiliar foods, making meal ingredients 
available at work/day care/church so they do not require a special trip, and many more techniques must 
come into play. The Cook County Public Health Department’s Healthy Hot Spots Program (a 
collaboration with many partners to multiply the number of places that make healthy living easier in our 
communities), our Forest Preserves’ partner the Chicago Botanic Garden’s Windy City Harvest program, 
and their Veggie Rx program in partnership with several West Side community health centers to serve 
food insecure people with diet-related diseases, provide good models to address parts of these issues.  
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Environmentally Sustainable Jobs: Will you ensure that the money and resources for The Future 
Energy Jobs Act (FEJA) reach the communities it is intended to help? 

 
According to the Environmental Defense Fund, there are over 4 million clean energy jobs in the United 
States. With the Illinois Future Energy Jobs Act now in place, solar installations are poised to take off. I 
will work with labor, community-based organizations, green energy companies, property owners and 
others to get more solar energy installed, build more green companies, and help more of our residents, 
especially African Americans and Latinx, benefit from good-paying, quality green jobs. The Illinois Solar 
for All portion of FEJA (targeting low income communities, nonprofits etc.) is a good start but it is way too 
small. My priority is that young people and the un- and underemployed, especially from disadvantaged 
communities, can take advantage of the green economy. And community solar subscriptions can help all 
residents regardless of income take advantage of renewable energy that helps them save money on 
monthly utility bills. As County Board President, I pushed for community solar, so renters and people with 
less income can benefit from solar energy and its utility bill savings.  
 
As County Board Chair, I passed a resolution through the Board adopting a net-zero by 2050 
greenhouse gas reduction goal, consistent with last Fall’s latest recommendations from the International 
Panel on Climate Change. I have directed my staff to develop a plan for 100% renewables for county 
facility electricity use.  
 
I have pledged that as Mayor I will move Chicago to 100% clean energy by 2035, and to become 
carbon neutral by 2050. I will make Chicago a leader by implementing the clean energy commitment to 
run City facilities and fleet on 100% clean energy and helping buildings across Chicago reduce their 
carbon footprint. City government must walk the walk if it expects to ask for major changes in private 
buildings. As mayor, I would pursue deep energy retrofits in city owned buildings and make new city 
buildings net-zero ready where possible. I will convene a Task Force of environmental justice advocates, 
building owners, tenants, contractors, labor, environmental groups, utilities, community groups and 
others to address ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from both existing and new buildings 
through revamped building codes and other measures and to use these efforts to create a new set of 
opportunities for jobs, entrepreneurship and wealth-building in ALL of Chicago’s communities.  
 

 

 

Food Waste & Composting: Will your administration actively address the reduction, recovery, 
and redirection of food waste in Chicago while supporting local community economic 
opportunity?  
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Cook County is proud to be a founding member of the Illinois Food Scrap Coalition, so these issues have 
been on my radar for some time. There are an estimated 228,000 food-insecure residents in the County 
– many of them in Chicago. But perversely, each person in the US wastes on average 400 pounds of 
food a year, and about 40% of food produced goes uneaten, according to the Natural Resources 
Defense Council. 30-40% of landfilled materials from our region are organics, including food scrap, 
increasing waste disposal costs and causing severe environmental issues such as methane production.  

There are at least seven communities in the near-in suburbs that include food scrap collection with yard 
waste pickup. Chicago should ultimately aim for the same, along with other models of composting and 
reducing food waste that create entrepreneurial opportunities and jobs. There are existing composting 
facilities in the region, with a new one opening near Des Plaines able to handle an additional 200,000 
cubic yards/year. State law now allows composting facilities to accept up to 10% food scraps (more with 
a permit). But composting has a cost to consumers. Helping to boost the end-use market for compost 
could help to reduce that cost. Government should model the use of compost on road and landscaping 
projects, as well as looking for closed-loop opportunities at its own (and sister agency) facilities which 
can be used as educational opportunities. Buying locally produced compost will support the growth of 
local businesses.  

Anaerobic digestion is another model. Some businesses that have looked to install these facilities have 
found steep hurdles in permitting and zoning, as well as the public’s fear of the unknown. Small 
composting businesses with paid pickup services or dropoff sites are another model. I would gather 
reputable operators of these types of facilities to advise my new administration on how best to enable 
new infrastructure and services to increase composting while also growing local jobs. As the volume of 
compost grows, it can also contribute to soil improvement in the City that enables growth of urban 
agricultural jobs. And of course government can play both a leading and supporting role in getting good 
food donated that would otherwise be wasted. Composting can also occur at the household scale. The 
city can use composting events (such as the popular pumpkin events) as educational opportunities, can 
help make subsidized home bins available through farmers markets and other gatherings, and can teach 
people how to properly use them.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

Planting An Equitable Chicago  |  17 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2019 Chicago Food Policy Action Council 

 

Planting An Equitable Chicago  |  18 


