
Difficulties and successes in creating a community-
owned grocery store in a rural food desert.



• Target area was both “low income” and “low food

access” area on the USDA Food Access Atlas

• According to Feeding America:

⚬ Alexander County - 1,020 food insecure residents 

(16.3% of pop.). 70% of the residents live under 

the SNAP threshold of 165% poverty.

• County Health Rankings placed Alexander County as 

“Worst” for Food Environment Index (FEI).

Target Areas 



Cairo’s peak population was 15,200 in 
1920.

Cairo lost over half of population 
from 1940-1970. 

The community continues to lose 
between 10% and 20% of population 
each census since 1980.

Currently home to a little more than 
1,650 residents.



• Located at convergence of Ohio 
and Mississippi rivers

• 7 sq. mile peninsula at 
southernmost tip of Illinois. 

• Population: 1,659 (estimated)
• 72% African American/Black, 

25.3% White, 1.07% Hispanic, 1% 
Other

• 8.3% Unemployment
• No grocery store, no gas station, 

1 full-time restaurant, 1 hotel



• 19 item “Grocery Access” Survey 
to residents of Cairo.
⚬ 177 were collected from the 

Cairo area.
⚬ 31 surveys were from areas 

surrounding communities in 
or adjacent to this food 
desert.

Assessment



Survey Results



Solutions for Cairo? Co-op Grocery Store

• Collaboration began December 2021 
between Illinois Extension’s HEAT 
Project and Illinois Institute for 
Rural Affairs at Western Illinois 
University. 

• Sean Park, Program Manager for 
IIRA and John Shadowens, 
Extension Community and 
Economic Development Educator 
teamed up to help Cairo solve its 
food insecurity issue

















SNAP Education @ Rise



SNAP Education @ Rise

"While attracting new co-op 
members is undoubtedly 
important, I believe it's equally 
crucial to emphasize the 
significance of healthy eating and 
how our co-op can support parents 
in sustaining a healthier family."





SIDEZ-
Southernmost 
Illinois Delta 
Empowerment 
Zone


