Pink Lunch Tickets
An Outsider's Perspective of Food Justice in the
Neighborhood of Watts, Los Angeles, California

Ellen Esling

Its a mid-November
afternoon and this is my
third attempt to gather footage for
my food justice documentary in
Watts. Squinting at the glare from
the sun-washed, bright grey
pavement, I figure I better cut my
losses and come up with a
different way to approach the
story. Not only do I feel that
everything being captured behind
my lens is portraying this
community in a bad light, but also
I am acutely aware of the glances
and looks my camera and I are
getting. I am an outsider, peeping
in and trying to capture someone
else’s story. The entire process
feels exploitive, and I struggle to
actually capture any video that I
feel tells the story I want to tell. So
I am putting the story into my own
words. After all, the only story I
can truly and honestly tell is my
own.
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"Mom, that’s not fair. Why do
some kids get free lunch
tickets?”
For the past five months, I
have been enrolled in an
AmeriCorps program where I
humbly serve in an elementary
school in the South Los Angeles
neighborhood of Watts. I walk a
total of 0.6 miles from my bus
stop to the school, and the same
0.6 miles from the school back
to the bus stop each day. In
these 0.6 miles, I pass one JackIn-The-Box, a McDonald’s, two
gas stations, two EBT markets,
two liquor stores, and a church.
Every morning I get stares.
Some stares are friendly,
curious, even some “Good
mornings,” or head nods. Others
are skeptical and untrusting. I
don’t belong. I am merely an
observer into the lives of these
incredible, resilient people.

Working with third graders, I
can’t help but make some
parallels between my third grade
public school experience and the
experience of students here.
Reaching far back, I remember
cursive handwriting, colorful
books, the jungle gym at recess,
a time of bliss. I also remember
waiting in the lunch line. Our
third grade class was divided
into two separate lines and
handed our lunch tickets.
Blue tickets= Paid Hot Lunch
Pink tickets = Free Hot Lunch
Both lines went down
different sides of the stairs,
separated by a railing. At the
time, it seemed these “pink
ticket kids” were lucking out.
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“Mom, that’s not fair. Why do
some kids get free lunch tickets?”
She assured me that it was fair.
The third grade students I work
with are all served a free lunch (and
free breakfast and free afterschool
meal) by the Los Angeles Unified
School District. Most days, they are
just third graders, yelling and
playing, unaware that the
neighborhood they live in is
“underprivileged” and that they lack
many of the resources other children
their age are given access to
regularly. Namely, fresh , healthy,
nurtitious food.
The neighborhood of Watts falls

within a 2.12 sqaure mile radius with
exactly four grocery stores, one
farmer's market every Saturday, and
approxiemately fifty "fringe"
markets, fast food restaurants and
convenience stores. With such a
high ratio of fringe food retailers to
fresh food retailers, the options and
access to healthier food is limited.
Watts is known to be a food
desert.
Bereft of nourishment that is
fresh, healthy, and/or affordable,
food deserts leave their inhabitants
at a loss for sufficient levels of this
most basic of human needs. In my
first walk around the Watts

community, I was left rethinking the
idea of “America the Beautiful”.
Images of amber waves of grain and
fruited plains soon give way to the
reality of stray animals and debris
discarded among the streets and
sidewalks. Fast food takeout bags,
long-forgotten Big Gulp cups, and
candy and chip wrappers are
tumbleweeds of the food desert,
strewn across gutters, sidewalks and
roadways. The issue is not a lack of
available food in Watts, but rather
that what is readily available often
comes with fries and a large
fountain drink.

Watts, Los Angeles
The community and people
of Watts are vibrant, unique
and resilient.
Demographically, 37% of
the population is Black,
61% is Latino, and the
remaining 2% is comprised
of Asian, White, or other.

Watts is among the highest
population densities in the
state of California, with
41,000 people living within
2.12 sqaure miles.
The median household
income is $25,161.
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Food Desert: A Food Desert is defined as a large geographic area with no
or distant “mainstream” grocery stores but often high concentrations of “fast”
and other types of “fringe” food.
In broader context, South
LA, of which Watts is situated,
accounts for the highest obesity
rates in Los Angeles County.

29% obese children
30% obese adults
An attributing factor to a surge
in cases of obesity is the
surroundings in the neighborhood
and the availability or affordability
of food that sustains a healthy diet.
Walking down South Figueroa
Street on a Saturday morning, the
pickings are slim for food variety.
There is not a single place within
walking distance of my school that
offers a fresh meal. While I may
whine and complain about the lack
of healthy options in the area, this
is my life for the duration of my
work hours in Watts. I then drive
away to my home in North
Hollywood, with many a grocery,
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escaping this "desert" daily. But for
those who live in these areas, there
is no escape.
A lack of fresh food accessibility
is part of a larger regional problem.
The California Center for Health
Advocacy conducted a study in
2007 entitled “Searching for
Healthy Food: The Food Landscape
in Los Angeles County”. The study
ascertains:
The higher number of fast-food
restaurants as opposed to
grocery stores is linked to more
cases of diabetes,
cardiovascular disease, and
cancer.
The closer people live to
grocery stores or
supermarkets, the more likely
they are to eat more fruits and
vegetables, and less likely to
have the health problems

linked with a fast-food diet.
Fast-food retailers offer higher
calorie meals, with fewer
vegetables, and are linked to
higher rates of obesity.
While this study takes into account
the entire Los Angeles County,
Watts is not an exception to these
statistics.
One of the implications of living
in a food desert is the issue of food
security. The Encyclopedia of
Organic, Local, and Sustainable
Food tells us that “people have food
security only if they have enough
food that is safe to eat and that
provides sufficient nutrition for
normal physical and mental
development and a healthy, active
lifestyle." Calorie-count and a “full”
stomach are not sufficient in
serving the body’s needs for full
brain and body function.

Environmental
Justice
An inaccessibility of healthy
food is moreover an issue of
Environmental Justice, which is
defined by the Environmental
Protection Agency as, “the fair
treatment and meaningful
involvement of all people
regardless of race, color,
national origin or income with
respect to the development,
implementation, and
enforcement of environmental
laws, regulations, and policies."
Nutritional food is a
fundamental human right, and
should be treated as such,
despite geographic region and
socioeconomic background.
This isn’t something that
you’re going to see on a major
news network; it’s not a sexy,
polarizing issue that allows
talking heads to point fingers at
individuals. But the fact of the
matter is that there is a pretty
good chance that a community
near you is facing a similar
situation.
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Not only is access to fresh foods
essential to food justice, but much of
this problem can draw its roots to
education, or lack thereof. Watts and
similar communities throughout the
nation have critical deficits in
literacy. People are often buying
food and drinks based on the
pictures they see. This becomes
something of a vicious cycle. Quality
nutrition is of paramount importance
to cognitive development in children.
But they forego the healthy food
options in lieu of fatty snacks. The
Los Angeles Unified School District
free meal program is not a perfect
system either. Though attempts are
made to be healthy, the most
commonly discarded items are the
pears, apples, and salads. Even
when presented with healthier
options, being raised only eating
certain foods will most definitely
influence your taste preferences.
Upon insisting to my third grader
that he must eat the raisins in his
afterschool meal, or else he'll be

hungry later, he replied:
"But Miss Ellen, I have hot
cheetos in my backpack!"
Food Justice is part of an even
bigger problem facing students in
these neighborhoods. In some cases,
students in Watts are more likely to
drop out than graduate from high
school, leaving the prospect of
higher education or a “desirable”
occupation a mere fantasy, rather
than an obtainable reality. When the
current students have children of
their own, they may well not have
the funds to pay for quality nutrition
or even have the education to fully
understand just how essential it is.
Its not all doom and gloom,
however. Progress cannot be made
without the idealism to envision it.
I will continue to walk the 0.6
miles from my bus stop to the
school, and then return along the
route from wence I came each day.
An alien observer of the abundant
life happening. The Hub-bub of the
cars in the drive through of Jack-In-

The-Box, all the commuters rushing
home to provide dinner for their
family, making good with what they
have. These individuals possess a
sense of resiliency that I have not
seen in other areas of the “Land of
the Free”. They work tirelessly to
make ends meet for families whose
sizes often outnumber my close
friends. They are proud of who they
are and where they come from.
In my reflective state, I find it
interesting that my social justice
education has largely taken place in
third grade classrooms. How apt and
telling that the school I attended for
third grade chose to use raffle tickets
to designate “Free” Hot Lunch and
“Paid For” Hot Lunch-the entire
system resolved to little pieces of
paper, just raffle tickets in an
elementary school lunch line. Who
knew that those little pink and blue
lunch tickets we were handed had
the power to determine the rest of
our lives?
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