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What are three of your priorities that reflect your commitment to a healthy food system for Massachusetts and your constituents? 


Priority 1
Improving access to healthy, nutritious food for everyone starts with strengthening and protecting the workers behind the system. From fishermen to farmers, truck drivers and more, it’s critical that we have an adequate food system workforce to keep our system running. I have been proud to support this workforce in numerous ways. As Chair of the Coastal Caucus, I have worked closely with Fishing Partnership Support Services (FPSS) to give them the tools and investments they need to support their workforce in an innovative, holistic way. From mental health services, safety training, support for families, FPSS has led the way on fisherman wellness and supporting this workforce and I have been proud to partner with them to support our fishing industry.

I am also the secondary sponsor of legislation to mitigate the effects of lobster closures on the workforce and have been active in the past on educating and working with my colleagues to better understand mandatory oyster farm closures after storm events and how that impacts the farm and the workers. Protecting our environment, local biodiversity and public health is critical, but we can’t ignore the impact on the fishing industry and its workers.

As the Chair of the Federal Funding, Policy and Accountability (FFPA) Committee, I have also worked to educate my colleagues on federal cuts to important aid and policies that impact Massachusetts. While many focused on the devastating cuts to SNAP, other programs such as the Local Food Purchase Assistance Program also faced cancellations, severely weakening our ability to get good, local and nutritious food onto the tables of local families and cutting of a lifeline for farmers struggling to get by. I will continue to work to find solutions to problems created by cuts by the current administration and strategize how we as a State can continue to deliver the promises of these programs without the Federal government.

Supporting food system workers and strengthening local food businesses, especially small businesses, farmers, and fishermen will continue to be a top priority of mine. 

Priority 2
Ensuring that students and seniors have access to nutritious meals has been and will continue to be a priority of mine. I have been proud to support fully funding universal school meals. This program is a win-win. Students perform better and don’t face the stigma of having to prove they qualify for free and reduced lunch, nor does any student have to go through the day hungry. Many schools have also used this program to improve their nutrition programs, serving better food and sourcing it from local, community organizations, helping to strengthen local food producers and keep food local.

Since long before I became a State Representative, I have been volunteering with Meals on Wheels, based out of the Kingston COA. This, as well as food served at Council’s on Aging, are critical lifelines to seniors on fixed incomes, who can’t easily absorb the rising cost of food. I have worked hard to ensure that the Senior Centers in my towns have the resources they need to continue to feed seniors in need.

On a systems level, both of these groups, along with so many others, rely heavily on SNAP benefits. As Chair of the FFPA Committee, I have worked to ensure my legislative colleagues are up to date on changes to this program and I am collaborating with the DTA on the new error rate rule to ensure that the program can focus their energy on getting these benefits to feeding our young people, families and seniors who need it the most. 

Priority 3
Food security starts with working on the local level, supporting food pantries, social service organizations and all who work to ensure their residents have enough to eat. Last year, I partnered with Rep. Badger in the Plymouth delegation to bring together the organizations who were combatting food insecurity locally to help foster conversation, share resources and best practices, and get everyone on the same page and working toward the same goals. Since bringing these groups together, they have continued meeting on a quarterly basis. This group has been very successful in ensuring that all needs are met, problems can be addressed on a group basis and the regional organizations work together. I am very proud of having brought these groups together.

The problem of food insecurity really came to me, like so many, during COVID, where my team and I saw the need that exists locally. Since then, we have been volunteering at and supporting our local food pantry. Whether it was helping to fill boxes of food for people and organize the pantry, to connecting them with organizations and businesses who may be able to donate, to securing funding in the budget to improve their infrastructure, I have been a strong advocate and fighter for my local food pantry and their importance in our community.

I will continue to work on food insecurity from the ground up, supporting these great organizations that serve my constituents and ensuring they have the resources and support they need. 

How would you support the Healthy Incentives Program?


The Healthy Incentives Program (HIP) is a critical state program, both for combatting food insecurity, but also supporting farmers. This program is an investment that helps families and those on SNAP access fresh, healthy, and local produce, while also pushing consumers to buy local and support their local farmers, strengthening our local food production. I am a proud co-sponsor of legislation codifying and strengthening this program and have been and will continue to strongly support investing in this program in the budget. It’s a state investment that gives people facing food insecurity more money, allowing them to purchase healthy, local food while also helping out farmers, farmers markets and other local producers. 

How would you support the food system in mitigating the effects of and adapting to climate change?

Climate change poses a real threat to our food systems. Stronger storms and rising tides impact our local fishing industry. Droughts and extreme heat place pressure on our farmers. These impacts are not in the distant future, but are happening here and now. We need to strengthen our coastal resiliency and coastal infrastructure to ensure that our harbors are prepared for rising tides and storms, so our local fishing industry can continue to fish without interruption. We need to support farmers so they can invest in the infrastructure needed to handle the impacts associated with climate change and we should invest in public higher education institutions doing research to help fortify our local food production system against climate change.

During this past session, I had the chance to hear from the cities of Chelsea and Everett who lost substantial grant from the federal government for a seawall and coastal infrastructure project in between the two cities in an area prone to flooding. Within this area is the largest produce distribution center on the east coast, supplying food to tens of millions of people every year. Without this completed project, worsening floods will have a huge impact on this center and will disrupt food systems throughout Massachusetts. This is a prime example of the impact climate change will have on our food production and how critical it is that we continue to invest in and prepare for this future. 


How would you work to ensure that food system stakeholders of color - consumers, workers, farmers, fishers, business owners, and others - have equitable access to opportunities in all aspects of the food system?


It is important that our food system works for everyone and everyone has an equal and equitable chance to participate. I support legislation that would help study and understand how we can better ensure all communities are represented in the agricultural industries. Increasing access to agricultural education in all communities across the Commonwealth, specifically for communities of color, would make a tremendous difference in getting more diverse young people into farming.

On the consumer side, a recent report found that communities of color are far more likely to experience food insecurity than others and other studies have shown that many of these communities face a lack of access to healthy, nutritious food, but are saturated with fast food and convenience options, leading to worse health outcomes driven by nutrition-related chronic disease. We need to help expand all types of food production in all areas. We need to make it easier for more farmers to farm in urban areas where lack of healthy food is an issue. Building a health care system that focuses on nutrition as a social determinant and invests in local food systems in areas with high rates of obesity would help alleviate many disparities in food access communities of color face. 

How would you help to ensure that children understand where food comes from, the importance of healthy eating, and other essential food literacy issues?


Schools shouldn’t be a place for students to just learn about math and science, but a place where students can learn all sorts of life skills, including nutrition. Understanding food and its impact on our health, experiencing new foods and learning more about where food comes from are all important life skills that students should be learning in our schools. Giving students the opportunity to participate in gardening programs that teach them about local food production and how to eat healthy are great, hands-on experiences they will carry with them for a lifetime. 

What policies or investments would you support to protect farmland and increase farmland access?


It is important that we protect the farmland that we have. Reports have shown that Massachusetts is rapidly losing farmland and once it is gone, we are not going to get it back, forever weakening our local food systems. The Farmland Action Plan is a great roadmap, built by public and private partners with the input of farmers, researchers and those who know the importance of preserving farmland. It is important that as legislators, we invest in the action items this plan lays out and that we continue to rely on this research when making land use policy.

I have seen and heard from many cranberry farmers who feel the struggles of owning a farm today. We need to continue to invest in programs that allow farmers to bring their food to market. Programs like HIP or the LFPA, as well as partnerships with schools and local businesses, bring business to local farmers, making their farms more economically viable and more likely to remain farms. We need to invest in programs that allow farmers economic incentives to improve their farms and use it for other, secondary purposes. It is also important that we update what a farm can be and support small, local farms that may not be what we typically think of as farms, as well as incentivize smaller farms in urban and suburban areas, that will both strengthen those local food systems and increase our Commonwealth’s stock of farm land. 

What strategies would you support to reduce food waste?


Too many of us are struggling to put food on the table, for the rest of us to be throwing away food that can be eaten and wasting the food we do produce and purchase. I have met with and have helped to connect programs like Spoonfuls, which help to bring food waste from places with excess to pantries and other organizations ensuring no one goes hungry. Partnerships between restaurants and other organizations that serve food and organizations serving the needy are critical in this area.

Educating people about how they can reduce their food waste is also a viable strategy. Help people to understand the impact of food waste, and how they in their own home can help to reduce waste. Invest and grow programs that help people compost food, so that food that is no longer edible is being put to good use and back into our food system. Reducing food waste requires community partnership, as well as changing habits and reducing burdens for those who want to reduce their food waste. 

Is there anything else you'd like to share? 
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