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Why Use It?

Improve health outcomes. Rates of obesity and associated health
problems are highest and have risen the most rapidly among low-
income communities and people of color. A healthy diet that includes
fruits and vegetables has been shown to reduce incidence of obesity
and other chronic illnesses in children, adults, and seniors.

Individuals make choices about their diet, but their decisions are
influenced by the food that is locally available. Unfortunately, too
many Americans live in unhealthy food environments. There is
increasing evidence that our eating habits, patterns of obesity, and
related health conditions are influenced by the foods available in the
neighborhoods in which we live.

Increase employment opportunities. New food retailing outlets
bring needed jobs to communities that often have high levels of
unemployment. Each supermarket creates anywhere between 100
and 200 permanent jobs, many of which go to local residents, and
they also provide temporary construction jobs. For example, a new
grocery store in a low-income neighborhood in Philadelphia created
258 jobs, over half of which went to local residents. Furthermore,
large proportions of grocery employees belong to unions and receive
benefits.

Improve economic development and access to opportunities.
Low-income residents often live in distressed, high-poverty
communities that have experienced years of population and job loss,
and physical and economic decline. New food retailing outlets can
help revitalize these communities, contribute to economic
development, and improve access to important services.

New stores create local shopping opportunities that can capture
dollars being spent outside of the community. One study estimated
that residents of inner-city communities across the United States
spend $85 million per year at stores located outside their community.

New stores can also contribute to the physical revitalization of
communities by returning abandoned and vacant land to productive
use.

New developments often pave the way for additional private sector
investment, since grocery stores are high-volume magnets that
support complementary stores and services like pharmacies, banks,
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and restaurants. With more places to spend money locally, these
stores capture even more of residents’ dollars that were formerly
“leaking” out to other communities. When community-serving
institutions like community development corporations (CDCs) hold
ownership interests in the stores, they reinvest profits into the
community through their other activities such as local affordable
housing construction or small business development.

Grocery store developments bring needed revenue to cash-
strapped municipalities through sales and property taxes.
Community residents benefit through tax-financed city services.

Improve access to services and healthy food. Full-service grocery
stores carry a wide selection of low-priced goods. Supermarkets
enable one-stop shopping and often house additional services that
are difficult to find in underserved neighborhoods, such as
pharmacies or in-store banks.

Tax revenue for municipalities. Grocery store developments bring
needed revenue to cash-strapped municipalities through sales and
property taxes. Community residents benefit through tax-financed
city services.

Myser Keels, a resident and community activist who was part
of a coalition that brought a supermarket to underserved
West Fresno, highlighted the problem caused by a scarcity of
stores and limited transportation options at a press
conference:

“We want choices. Some poor people use public
transportation and they don’t haul all the groceries they
need on the bus. And if they call a cab, the fare alone can put
them in the hole. Some of the senior citizens | know have
trouble getting around because they can’t move like they
used to. They have to rely on other folks to take them
shopping ... It’s just a tragedy that we don’t have a decent
shopping center in our area.”
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How To Use It

For several decades the grocery industry has been focused on a
primarily suburban model of development which has left many inner
cities without adequate access to healthy food at affordable prices.
Grocery retailers are slowly awakening to the potential of these
underserved neighborhoods, but they often need help discovering the
hidden spending power in these neighborhoods and finding
appropriate development sites.

There is no formula for attracting healthy food retailers to
underserved neighborhoods. However, coordinated strategies that
bring together the resources and leadership of local governments,
food retailers, public health practitioners, and community-based
organizations (CBOs) have been successful in attracting new retailers
in a wide range of communities across the country. Local
governments and CBOs can work together to effectively balance
financial and community concerns to bring about development that
both supports the community and is profitable for the retailer.
Grassroots organizers, food retailers, local government, concerned
residents, and public health practitioners all have critical parts to play
in making sure that healthy food retailing is successful, benefits
existing residents, and does not lead to displacement.

Below are ten steps for pursuing an equitable food system within
low-income communities.

1. Identify and organize stakeholders. Improving access to healthy
foods in underserved neighborhoods is no small task and it cannot be
done alone. Individual community members will be most effective
working in a group towards this goal. Similarly, community based-
organizations will also be more effective working in partnership with
local government entities. Community advocates should identify the
other stakeholders and collaborate to address food access. A coalition
of advocates working to improve food access is likely to include a
diverse range of organizations, individuals, and municipal
departments. It is beneficial to cast the net broadly and connect with
a diverse array of organizations initially. Types of organizations which
are likely to be interested in food access advocacy might include the
following: city and regional planning organizations; public health
advocates; faith-based organizations; family and children advocates;
homeowners’ associations; and food security organizations.
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2. Raise awareness of the problem. While it may be possible to
organize a coalition of advocates for improved food access, the effort
will be stronger with more people on board. It is helpful to do some
research to better understand the extent of the problem and use this
information to recruit more supporters. Undertaking a community
food assessment, gaining media attention, and passing a municipal
resolution to address the issue are some concrete actions that can be
taken to raise awareness of the issue.

3. Understand the challenges. Real estate development is a complex,
lengthy process and developing a new grocery store in underserved
areas has specific challenges. Community advocates and local
government must understand the basics of commercial real estate
development and traditional supermarket formulas to be most
effective in attracting a new store. More information regarding the
challenges can be found in the Challenges section of this tool.

4. Consider the alternatives. Community advocates should think
through the spectrum of options for improving access to healthy
foods. While developing a new grocery store may ultimately be
necessary, this will be a challenging process which is likely to take
several years to come to fruition. Other options such as improving the
selection of products at existing corner stores, creating farmers’
markets, and/or community gardens/urban agriculture projects should
also be seriously considered.

5. Understand the retail market. While local politicians and
community members may support new store development efforts
because of access issues identified through the community food
assessment, grocery retailers and commercial developers are
interested in the market potential of the neighborhood. Community
advocates or public agencies can help collect this information in a
number of ways including surveying the community and contracting
for a professional market analysis of the trade area.

6. Address the perception of the area. Grocery retailers and
commercial developers are interested not only in the demographics
and market potential of a neighborhood, but also in the feel of the
area. If the target area has problems with crime or visual
disinvestment, then community advocates and the local government
might want to invest in improving the perception of the area.
Strategies such as working with the police to improve safety and
supporting commercial revitalization efforts are discussed in more
detail in the Strategies and Policy section.

7. Identify potential development sites. Developing new grocery
stores usually requires multiacre sites because the projects include
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buildings of at least 25,000 - 65,000 square feet and provide a
significant number of parking spaces. Creative approaches
including designing smaller stores, rehabilitating existing
buildings, or developing underground parking garages have been
used in dense, urban areas where large parcels are difficult to
identify. Community advocates and municipal officials are well
positioned to identify and assemble parcels that are appropriate
for grocery store development.

8. Research and offer incentives. Grocery store development in
underserved areas is a costly undertaking. One of the most
commonly cited barriers to development in urban areas is higher
development and operating costs. Community groups and local
governments can work together to identify incentives which could
help entice developers and/or retailers to open a new grocery
store in the target area. More information on potential incentives
is provided in the Strategies and Policy section under incentives.

9. Sell the opportunity. After sufficient research on the
opportunity has been compiled, then community advocates,
working in partnership with the local government, can sell the
opportunity to grocery retailers and commercial developers. This
process involves developing relationships with interested parties
and compiling a strong, succinct marketing package which
includes relevant market data, site information, and available
incentives.

10. Secure community support and corporate accountability.
Once a developer and retailer have been identified and a specific
project is ready, it is important for the community advocate and
local government to engage the broader community in discussions
about what the project should provide in order to win wide
support. New grocery store projects will bring improved food
access, but can also provide jobs for local residents, buildings and
a site plan that enhance the environment, and/or a commitment
to support local supply chains. Potential benefits from a project
must be discussed by the community, negotiated with developers
and retailers, and formalized in a community benefits agreement.
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Data and Maps

Data on Access to Healthy Food and Health Impacts. PolicyLink
and The Food Trust released a report, The Grocery Gap, that
highlights the results of a review of more than 130 reports and
articles on the issue of access to healthy food. Key findings include:

1 Accessing healthy food is a challenge for many
Americans—particularly those living in low-income
neighborhoods, communities of color, and rural areas. In
hundreds of neighborhoods across the country, nutritious,
affordable, and high-quality food is largely missing. Studies

ood
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