The Current State of Poverty and Food Insecurity in Mecklenburg County, VA
Studies show a notable level of food insecurity, a condition where households lack consistent access to enough food, in parts of the region including areas around Mecklenburg. Research historically has indicated that a significant share of residents may experience disruption in dietary quality or less food security compared with national averages. 
Here are the most recent estimates available (including 2024 ACS five-year data and food access survey findings) for poverty and food insecurity in Mecklenburg County, Virginia:
Poverty in Mecklenburg County, VA
Poverty rate:
· About 16.3 % of residents live below the federal poverty line. This means nearly 1 in 6 people in the county are considered to be living in poverty based on income thresholds used by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
(For comparison: the overall poverty rate for Virginia is lower, around 9.9 %.)
Food Insecurity in Mecklenburg County, VA
Food insecurity rate:
· Estimates from local health assessments and food access data put the food insecurity rate around 12 %–13 % of households — meaning these households do not always have reliable access to enough nutritious food. 
This figure aligns with multiple local sources indicating Mecklenburg County has a food insecurity rate higher than the statewide average (Virginia overall is generally near ~8 % per state estimates) but similar to other rural/southside areas. 
Note:
“Food insecurity” refers to a lack of consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life — which includes cutting meal size or skipping meals because of limited resources. 
Summary
	Measure:
	Mecklenburg County, VA

	Poverty rate
	~16.3 % of residents 

	Food insecurity rate
	~12–13 % of households 



Context
· Rural counties like Mecklenburg often have higher poverty and food insecurity rates compared to statewide averages. 
· Food insecurity does not always perfectly overlap with poverty — it also reflects nutritional access constraints, transportation barriers, and economic instability even among families above the poverty threshold. 
How can We Make a Difference?
Dried beans and rice are some of the most filling and nutritious foods our neighbors receive in their monthly Pantry Box. A 1-lb bag of dried beans + 1-lb bag of rice can make 10–14 servings to feed a family. 
Below are recipes using basic pantry items. Consider printing these recipes to include in the monthly pantry box. I’ll include optional add-ins if they are available, but they’re not required.

1. Basic Beans & Rice (Budget Staple)
Cost: Extremely low
Serves: 4–6
Ingredients
· 1 cup dried beans (pinto, black, navy, etc.)
· 1 cup rice
· 1 small onion (optional)
· 1–2 cloves garlic (optional)
· Salt & pepper
· Oil (optional)
Directions
1. Cook beans first
· Soak overnight OR boil 5 minutes, then sit 1 hour.
· Drain, cover with fresh water, simmer 1–2 hours until soft.
2. Cook rice separately (1 cup rice + 2 cups water, simmer 15–20 mins).
3. Mix together. Season with salt, pepper, and a little oil.
Optional cheap flavor boosts:
· Chili powder
· Bouillon cube
· Hot sauce
· Canned tomatoes

2. Mexican-Style Rice & Beans
Very filling and flavorful with minimal cost.
Ingredients
· Cooked beans (black or pinto)
· Cooked rice
· 1 tsp chili powder
· ½ tsp cumin (optional)
· Salt
· 1 small can diced tomatoes (optional)
Directions
Heat everything together in a pot.
Serve in tortillas if available, or eat as a bowl.
Optional add-ons:
· Shredded cabbage
· A fried egg on top
· canned corn

3. Bean & Rice Soup (Stretches Food Further)
Great if you need to make food last.
Ingredients
· 1 cup cooked beans
· ½–1 cup rice
· 6 cups water
· 1 bouillon cube (optional)
· 1 chopped carrot or potato (optional)
Simmer 20–30 minutes. Add salt and pepper.
This makes a large pot that can last several meals.

4. Southern-Style Beans & Rice
Very inexpensive comfort food.
Ingredients
· Pinto beans
· Rice
· Onion
· Salt & black pepper
Simmer beans with onion and pepper until creamy.
Serve over rice.
If affordable: add a small piece of smoked turkey, ham bone, or sausage for flavor.

5. Lentils & Rice (Even Faster & Cheaper)
Lentils don’t require soaking and cook in about 20–25 minutes.
Ingredients
· 1 cup dried lentils
· 1 cup rice
· Onion (optional)
· Salt
Cook lentils in 3 cups water until soft.
Cook rice separately. Mix together.
Optional:
Add curry powder for flavor.

💡 Money-Saving Tips
· Buy beans and rice in 1–5 lb bags (store brand).
· Use dried beans instead of canned (half the price).
· Save bean cooking liquid for soups.
· Add inexpensive vegetables like:
· Cabbage
· Carrots
· Potatoes
· Frozen mixed vegetables

🧂 Cheap Seasoning Ideas (Under $2 each usually)
· Garlic powder
· Onion powder
· Chili powder
· Cajun seasoning
· Bouillon cubes
