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GREENVILLE, SOUTH CAROLINA 

Resilient Food Systems Research Brief 
Impact of severe weather and manmade events – hurricane and tropical storm

Prepared by
Courtney Long, Lisa Bates and Kacey LaBonte: Iowa State University Extension and Outreach Food Systems Team.
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INTRODUCTION
The snapshot is formatted to give an in-depth analysis of findings related to impacts of the Hurricane 
and Tropical Storm Helene, on Greenville County’s food system. The study included three focus 
groups (59 participants total) and 9 interviews (23 participants total)  with IRB  approval and informed 
consent across Greenville County. Participants included food access organizations, pantries and food 
banks, social service providers, healthcare and nutrition education professionals, schools and childcare 
providers, emergency management, farmers, food hubs, food businesses, restaurants and cafés, 
grocery retailers, farmers markets, community and grassroots leaders, faith-based organizations, local 
government representatives, and other food advocates. Live Well Greenville supported the project 
through outreach for participation in interviews and focus groups. (for a full report, see Appendix A)

Overall, participants expressed desire for a structured and collaborative process to strengthen 
emergency food systems through the creation of an emergency food action circle. Throughout the 
spring and summer 2025, a four-part series of facilitated sessions was implemented to develop a 
resource and contact directory, test emergency roles through a tabletop exercise, establish an action 
circle’s vision, mission, and structure, and conduct a full disaster simulation. These sessions allowed the 
action circle to build out organizational commitments and protocols, culminating in a comprehensive 
emergency food plan that aligns with existing community food efforts and ensures community-
centered response and recovery.  

Suggest Priorities from Action Planning
Based on the snapshot, interviews, and focus groups, below are priority projects suggested for the 
food system in Greenville County. These are broad categories that relate to the ability to prepare and 
sustain during disaster and build back stronger. The report shares findings from the research conducted 
in winter 2025 as well as updated priorities based on the action planning sessions in April 2025.

The priority that will be acted on through funding from the Agricultural Marketing Resource Center 
includes four convenings dedicated to creating an emergency food access circle, an emergency food 
plan, and supporting documents and resource guides. Deliverable include: a resource and contact 
directory that connects to the existing community food guide; an emergency food plan; action circle 
commitments; a tabletop exercise; and a disaster simulation. This process addresses the top voted 
priority from the action planning session. It also prioritizes other highly voted community priorities 
– mobilizing food access, developing an emergency plan, and localizing food. Iowa State University 
Extension and Outreach will support Live Well Greenville and Greenville Emergency Management on 
facilitation plans and technical assistance. Additional support for evaluating the success of this initial 
project will be conducted by the Iowa State University Extension and Outreach Food Systems team. 

01. Community Protocols
Develop a communications plan, emergency plan for response, recovery, and mitigation, and organize 
and designate community funds.

02. Community Food
Conduct a community foods needs assessment and food access plan for mobilization and outreach. 

03. Personal, Family, and Neighborhood Safety
Prepare an emergency kit, educate on preparing and storing food safety, and conduct a protocol for 
check-ins with neighborhood champions.  
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COMMUNITY OVERVIEW

Figure 1: Population by Race and Ethnicity (United States Census Bureau, 2024)

Greenville County is in the northwestern corner of South Carolina and represents over 785 square miles 
across the region. This county has had an estimated growth in its population since 2020 of 8.6%, and 
an estimated population of 570,745 in 2024 (United States Census Bureau, 2024). It is estimated that 
Greenville County has a poverty rate of 11.3% (United States Census Bureau, 2024).

NATURAL DISASTERS IMPACT
Disasters impact all of community life, ranging from mild challenges for transportation and access to 
devastating loss of infrastructure and life. Greenville County has been involved in twenty-six designated 
disaster areas since 2011 (FEMA, 2025).

Impacts from Extreme Weather
Participants shared vivid accounts of how the hurricane deeply disrupted the local food system and 
overall community function. Power outages crippled the supply chain. Food pantries, restaurants, and 
grocery stores struggled with spoiled perishables, lost inventory, and logistical challenges in reaching 
neighborhoods blocked by downed trees and debris. Several organizations reported scrambling to 
navigate emergency food drops with Meals on Wheels, Salvation Army, and others, often relying on 
informal networks to reach isolated residents. Still, many community members felt left behind for 
extended periods and continue to face food insecurity and shelter needs well after the immediate 
disaster phase. 

Participants reported frustration over unclear leadership and overlapping responsibilities between 
United Way, LiveWell, and the Red Cross. Communication failures were frequent and included delayed 
information sharing about meal distribution times and locations, causing confusion and extended wait 
times. Vulnerable populations were underserved due to a lack of targeted outreach. Many organizations 
operated reactively and struggled without pre-established emergency plans, inventories of resources, 
or mobilization strategies. 
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Additional Findings: COVID-19 Impact
Mentions of COVID in the focus groups and interviews highlighted its significant impact on food 
systems and community resilience in Greenville. The often-mentioned language barriers experienced 
post-hurricane first emerged during early COVID, translated information and accessible communication 
before and after disasters. Organizations described stepping into uncertain roles during the pandemic 
and adapting quickly to support food access despite financial and operational hardships. COVID also 
catalyzed the creation of emergency contact lists and food security coalitions, although gaps remained 
in centralized resource coordination. Several organizations noted that since COVID, they redefined 
their roles within the food security ecosystem. In many ways, the pandemic served as an unplanned 
training ground, priming Greenville for the rapid, coordinated response required during the hurricane 
and illuminating lessons about the central role of food, the value of collaboration, the necessity of clear 
communication, and the importance of equitable resource access. 

Recovery
When discussing their perceptions of recovery, participants generally indicated that improvement 
is occurring and estimating that 60-70% of the community has regained stability. While immediate 
assistance supported some, interviewees estimated that 30-40% of residents have yet to receive the 
support they need. The Long-Term Recovery Group (LTRG) was created with bylaws and a mission to 
share data and identify unmet needs, but a comprehensive understanding of recovery gaps depends 
on receiving detailed data from FEMA and local agencies. Some organizations like Meals on Wheels 
maintained uninterrupted services, but others experienced setbacks including stalled fundraising 
campaigns and ongoing logistical challenges. Although urban areas show visible progress, rural 
communities still face slower recovery in housing repairs, tree removal, and infrastructure restoration. 

Local organizations were critical in responding to the hurricane – participants shared about leveraging 
pre-existing partnerships for rapid response. LiveWell Greenville and Meals on Wheels handled food 
preparation and distribution, while United Way managed donations and emergency funding and acted 
as a financial and logistical hub. However, the disaster exposed gaps, causing friction among agencies 
and complicating communication efforts. A shortage of volunteers further limited service delivery. 
Despite these challenges, nonprofit and government sectors quickly adapted and demonstrated strong 
collaboration to the best of their ability. 

Next Steps
Iowa State University Extension and Outreach, LiveWell Greenville, and Greenville Emergency 
Management worked together with participating Greenville farmers, food businesses, and food system 
stakeholders – through a series of four convenings designed to establish an emergency food access 
circle, co-develop a comprehensive emergency food plan, and create supporting resource guides. This 
participatory approach ensures that planning and resources are informed by local knowledge, rooted 
in cross-sector collaboration, and structured to strengthen long-term resilience in the region’s food 
system.

Based on these efforts, Livewell Greenville will continue to be a point of contact and active organization 
in the County Community Organizations Active in Disaster (COAD) to support food system response 
and recovery practices. As extreme weather events and other disasters become increasingly frequent, 
the ability of Greenville County’s food system to respond effectively will depend on investing in 
community-led solutions, fostering trust across organizations, and prioritizing collaboration and shared 
decision making in both planning and action. The momentum from these convenings provides a 
foundation for long-term, place-based disaster resilience that reflects the values, knowledge, and 
commitment of the region’s agricultural and food system stakeholders.
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01. Community Protocols
•	 1.1 - Communication plan

•	 Improve coordination and communication between service agencies

•	 Create accessible documents, materials, and communication platforms 

•	 Map of resources --

	- location of little free libraries 

•	 Consistent meetings for coordination, planning, response…

•	 Call tree and Directories

	- Options to get notices (i.e. electric companies, etc.)

	- Flow chart for who to contact

•	 Multiple commuication platforms 

	- Google drive/ instagram/ facebook/ Whats App 

	- Generate discussion for resilience/ response/ recovery/ 

•	 Neighborhood Champion program**

•	 1.2 - Develop emergency plan- response, recovery, mitigation

•	 Create subcommittees focused on specific areas of resilience (e.g., climate adaptation, disaster 
response, food security)  

•	 1.3 -Community funds 

•	 Funding Plan 

	- Trusted organizations in charge

	- Clear description of what is needed for donations -- ties to communication 

	- Who’s owning it, clear process for external donations, and internal applications

	- Transparency on fund flow/ donation flow 

02. Community Food
•	 2.1 - Assess community food needs based on population and demographics 

•	 Community and personal storage 

•	 Best practices for food safety

•	 2.2 - Plan for mobilizing food access

•	 Coordinate local outreach post disaster on where to find food

•	 Generate plan for moving food when power is out -- transportation mobilization 

	- Generators/ power access to continue to offer food and keep safe 

03. Personal, Family, and Neighborhood Safety
•	 3.1 - Go bag- what goes in them, checklist, event 

•	 3.2 - How to prepare and store food safely 

•	 3.3 - Neighborhood champions -- check-ins, education, mental health 

PRIORITY AREAS
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A special thanks to all the farmers, businesses, organizations, staff, and individuals 
that met and shared their stories with us throughout the last two years. Thank 

you for your work and dedication to resilient food systems. We are humbled and 
grateful for your time.

This institution is an equal opportunity provider. For the full non-discrimination statement or accommodation inquiries, go to 
www.extension.iastate.edu/legal.
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