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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In accordance with Senate Resolution 112 of the 2008 Regular Session of the Louisiana
Legislature, the Healthy Food Retail Study Group has prepared a report with two central aims.
First, we characterize how limited access to fresh healthy foods affects certain rural and urban
communities in Louisiana. Second, as a practical strategy to address this problem, we provide
recommendations for the creation of a statewide financing program to bring quality, healthy
food retailers into communities that need them.
Healthy Food Retail is Vital to Health and Economic Opportunity. Improving access to
affordable healthy food in underserved communities is very likely to improve the diets, and
therefore the health, of the families who live there. This is critical to reversing the epidemic of
obesity among adults and children. People with better access to supermarkets and other retailers
that sell fresh fruits and vegetables tend to have healthier diets and lower levels of obesity.
Developing quality food retail also creates jobs, encourages additional investment, expands
markets for Louisiana grown produce, and helps make a community a good place to live.
Poor Access to Healthy Food Affects Louisiana Communities Statewide. In Louisiana and
nationwide, residents of low-income, minority, and rural communities are most often affected
by poor access to supermarkets and affordable healthy food. In these underserved communities,
it is easy to buy soda or fast food while it is hard to find fresh fruits and vegetables. This lack of
healthy choices contributes to poor diets, rising obesity rates, and serious health problems.
Research shows that citizens statewide face similar challenges:
•

Access to supermarkets is limited in the rural Lower Mississippi Delta (LMD) region, while
fresh produce is much less available in the small grocery and convenience stores that are closer
to residents’ homes. Three out of four LMD adults do not eat enough vegetables, and more than
two in three are overweight or obese.

•

In New Orleans, greater access to supermarkets and limited access to convenience stores is
linked with lower likelihood of obesity. But low-income residents surveyed in 2007 reported
poor access to supermarkets and frequent trips to nearby corner stores; most said that they like
fresh fruits and vegetables and would buy produce if it were sold in their neighborhood stores.

•

In Southeastern Louisiana, predominantly African-American neighborhoods have fewer
supermarkets, more small food stores, and lower average availability of fresh produce.

An Achievable Strategy to Increase Access. Targeted public policies can encourage healthy
food retailers to operate in underserved rural and urban communities. The Pennsylvania Fresh
Food Financing Initiative has an excellent track record of attracting supermarket investment by
providing affordable financing and lowering operating barriers for quality food retailers in lowincome communities. Louisiana would benefit from a similar program — a smart investment
in the health and economic well being of the State and its citizens.

Report of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group

Page 4

Recommendations of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group.
•

The State of Louisiana should create a statewide financing program that provides grants
and loans to healthy food retail ventures that improve access to fresh fruits and vegetables
and other affordable healthy food in underserved communities, particularly in low-income
and rural areas. This program should be structured and capitalized as a public-private
partnership that creates a dedicated pool of financial capital for healthy food retail development.

•

The State of Louisiana should allocate $5 million to capitalize this Healthy Food Retail
Financing Program. State resources should be used to leverage additional financial capital from
sources including private sector financial institutions, operator equity, foundation and federal grants,
and New Markets Tax Credits — and to capitalize a revolving loan fund.

•

The Program should advance health and economic opportunity, in particular these goals:
provide competitive financing for healthy food retail ventures in underserved communities; increase
access to affordable healthy food to improve diets and health; promote the sale and consumption of
fresh fruits and vegetables, particularly Louisiana grown; and support expanded economic
opportunities in low-income and rural areas.

•

The Program should be established as a public-private partnership managed by the Louisiana
Department of Agriculture and Forestry and implemented in cooperation with a community
development lender and a nonprofit organization with expertise in food access and health. The
successful Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative provides a strong model. Program partners
should also coordinate with nutrition assistance and education programs, so that Louisiana citizens
are both able and encouraged to make healthy food choices.

•

Diverse healthy food retail projects should be eligible for Program financing, including: new
supermarkets and grocery stores; store expansion and infrastructure upgrades; farmers' markets;
food cooperatives; and mobile markets and delivery projects. The program must be comprehensive
and sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of diverse underserved communities and projects.
Similarly, the lending partner should work to meet the needs of the project and community when
determining suitable financial products.

•

The Program should make one-time awards of grants and loans through a rolling, competitive
selection process. It should utilize a two-stage applicant review process that is both transparent and
straightforward. Eligibility for financing should require all projects to: benefit an underserved
community; demonstrate a meaningful commitment to sell fresh fruits and vegetables; accept Food
Stamps and WIC; and be sustainable. Financial awards to eligible applicants should reflect the:
viability of the project and operator; ability to repay debt; project and community need; promotion
of fresh produce, particularly Louisiana grown; and expansion of economic opportunity.

•

Strong program oversight and project monitoring mechanisms should ensure that State
resources help finance quality, healthy food retail ventures that positively impact the health and
economic well being of underserved communities statewide.
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INTRODUCTION

Many rural and urban communities in Louisiana have high rates of obesity and diet-related chronic
disease and experience limited access to food retailers selling affordable healthy food. At the
request of the Louisiana State Senate, the Healthy Food Retail Study Group (the Study Group) has
prepared a report which explores this problem and reviews its consequences and practical solutions.
This report first provides a succinct explanation of the importance of access to healthy food retail, as
well as viable strategies to improve access in underserved communities. It then summarizes key
findings from relevant scientific research conducted in Louisiana. The third section of the report
contains the recommendations of the Study Group.
In brief, the Healthy Food Retail Study Group recommends that Louisiana establish a statewide
financing program, similar to the successful Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative, to
provide grants and loans to supermarkets, grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and other food retail
ventures that improve access to healthy food in underserved rural and urban communities. It
provides further guidance on the structure and implementation of this program.

How to Recognize Healthy Food
A healthy diet is rich in micronutrients, low in fat and salt (sodium) , and balances the calories we
eat with those we burn. Because we consume individual foods as part of an overall diet, it is
important to consider both the quality and the quantity of what we eat.
In this report, we use the term “ healthy food ” to describe foods which are high in essential
nutrients and low in sugar, salt, fat, and saturated fat. The most important foods to promoting health
are fresh fruits and vegetables; additionally, this term includes whole grains, low- and non-fat dairy
products, and seafood and lean meats. Healthy foods are also fresh or minimally processed. While
processing allows us to purchase food that is convenient, shelf-stable, and sometimes cheaper, it
often increases the amount of fat, sugar, or salt in the product.
“ Unhealthy food ” describes food that is high in calories, sugar, fat, or salt, with few other nutrients
that contribute to health. This includes soft drinks, fast food, and sweet and salty snacks (candy,
cookies, chips, etc. ) . Such foods are often characterized by high caloric density or high number of
calories per unit of weight.
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Background of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group
Senate Resolution 112 , introduced by Senator Ann Duplessis and passed in the 2008 Regular
Session of the Louisiana Legislature, created the Healthy Food Retail Study Group “ to investigate
the lack of access to fresh healthy foods in certain rural and urban communities [in Louisiana] and to
develop recommendations for the creation of a statewide financing program to provide grants and
loans to bring fresh food retailers into areas in need of improved access to healthy food. ” 3 5 The
Study Group is a diverse group of individuals appointed from the public and private sectors, with
expertise in economic and agricultural development, the grocery retail sector, public health, finance,
and community food security. Members of the Study Group are listed on page one of this report.
The work of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group builds directly upon that of the Food Policy
Advisory Committee, a committee of civic, business, and local government leaders which was
formed in 2007 to identify practical ways to address the acute lack of access to healthy foods in New
Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. This Committee recognized that many rural and urban communities
statewide faced similar challenges. Moreover, policy action could be taken effectively at the state
level. Members of the Food Policy Advisory Committee therefore presented their report, which called
for the creation of a statewide financing program for fresh food retail development, to state
legislators and agency decision makers. The proposal received strong interest. With the leadership
of Senator Duplessis, the Healthy Food Retail Study Group was convened to further research this
issue and develop recommendations.
The Healthy Food Retail Study Group also drew upon detailed studies of the relationship between
food access and diet by researchers at Tulane University, and on findings of the Delta Obesity
Prevention Research Program, a consortium that includes Pennington Biomedical Research Center
and Southern University and A&M College. In addition, the Study Group benefited from the external
expertise of professionals with The Food Trust and The Reinvestment Fund; these nongovernmental
organizations have partnered with the State of Pennsylvania to administer the nationally recognized
Fresh Food Financing Initiative. The Study Group was coordinated by staff of the Commerce
Committee of the Louisiana State Senate and the Prevention Research Center at Tulane University,
with additional support from The Food Trust.
The Study Group met in October 2008, November 2008, and January 2009. It considered testimony
from the regional and national experts listed in Appendix A. Meeting minutes, presentation materials,
and background materials that comprise the basis for this report are available by contacting the
Senate Commerce Committee of the Louisiana Legislature.
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WHY ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOOD RETAIL MATTERS

Understanding the Issue of Food Access
Individuals make choices about their eating habits, but their choices are shaped by the environments
in which they live. The “food environment” describes the types and prices of foods that are easily
accessible to a particular community. In the United States, the proliferation of convenience stores
and fast food outlets ensure that some type of food is accessible to almost all Americans. But in
many rural and urban neighborhoods, it is easy to buy soda or fast food while it is hard to find fresh
fruits and vegetables. This limited access to affordable healthy foods – particularly in low-income
communities that lack supermarkets – contributes to rising obesity rates and related health problems.
In this report we use the term “underserved community” to describe a low-income community that
has limited access to supermarkets and other sources of affordable healthy foods such as fresh fruits
and vegetables. These areas are also called “food deserts.”
A useful starting point for considering the challenges faced by residents of underserved communities
is the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) definition of “food security – access by all people
at all times to enough nutritious food for an active, healthy life.”* This concept includes the
ready availability of nutritious and safe foods, and the ability to acquire food in socially acceptable
ways. It further encompasses both geographic access (location of food stores) and economic access
(affordability) to healthy food.1-2
Conversely, the lack of access to healthy food means that people face distance or economic barriers
that prevent them from consistently accessing enough nutritious food. For example:
•

There are not enough food outlets selling healthy food in a particular area. Cameron Parish,
Red River Parish, and Tensas Parish have only one full-service grocery store in the parish.

•

Healthy foods, particularly fresh fruits and vegetables, are not available or affordable.
Many communities depend on convenience stores which carry little to no fresh produce and
charge higher prices for milk, bread, and other staple foods.

•

Food outlets are not accessible via existing transportation networks, especially for seniors
and families who don’t own an automobile. At the Acadiana Community Food Security
Conference convened in 2008 by Second Harvest Food Bank, participating nonprofit,
business, and government stakeholders ranked the lack of public transportation to grocery
stores for seniors and other vulnerable residents as their top concern regarding food access.

* “Community food security” is a broader idea that promotes comprehensive responses to local food, farm,
and nutrition issues. Because of the complexity of community food security issues, we focus on one aspect –
improving access to healthy food retail outlets– though related considerations inform our recommendations.
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Food, Diet, and Health in Louisiana
Louisiana was ranked the least healthy state by the United Health Foundation’s 2008 America’s
Health Rankings report, though it spends as much for health care as the national average.3 A major
part of the reason why Louisiana residents are unhealthy is because their diets are unhealthy, leading
to obesity and related chronic diseases.4
Obesity is a rapidly growing epidemic in the United States, and Louisiana has the 4th highest rate of
obesity nationwide.5 In Louisiana, two out of three adults (65%)5 and more than one-third of
children and youth (36%)6 are overweight or obese. Moreover, the prevalence of obesity is greater
for Louisiana children from poor families than for children from middle class families, and is higher
among African American as compared to White youth. Since these data are based on self-reported
measurements, actual obesity rates are likely to be higher. A recent study conducted by the
Pennington Biomedical Research Center found that nearly half (45%) of the rural, mostly lowincome Louisiana youth sampled were at an unhealthy weight.6
Obesity increases the risk of developing many serious health problems including diabetes, heart
disease, certain cancers, high blood pressure, stroke, and depression. In fact, obesity is now the
second leading cause of preventable death in the United States.
The costs of obesity are steep and are expected to rise. Louisiana spends an estimated $1.3 billion
annually on direct medical costs related to obesity; indirect economic costs are nearly as high.7,8
These statistics do not capture how obesity and poor health impact quality of life measures.
At the most basic level, obesity results from people consuming more calories than they expend. Our
society has tended to view obesity as an individual problem, requiring people to eat less and move
more. However, this simplistic view ignores the major role that our social and physical
environments play in shaping the choices individuals make on a daily basis.
Trends in Obesity: Louisiana and U.S. 1991-2006
35
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This graph shows trends in adult obesity over a 15-year
period. Louisiana’s rate of obesity exceeds the national
rate. Data was collected through telephone interviews
and represent self-reported measurements, which
underestimate weight. Actual obesity rates are higher
than represented on this graph.
Data source: Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (2007). Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance
System Survey Data.5
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Healthy Food Access is Vital to Combat Obesity and Promote Health
Reversing the obesity epidemic requires action to make it easier for all Louisiana residents to make
healthy food choices. Since the health impacts of diet are so significant and costly, this is a smart
investment for Louisiana to make.
Improving access to healthy food is likely to significantly improve the diets, and therefore the
health, of Louisiana residents. The fact that people make purchases at food retailers based on what’s
available and most prominently displayed is well known. Research demonstrates that people with
better access to supermarkets, farmers’ markets, and other retailers that sell fresh produce tend to eat
more fruits and vegetables and have healthier diets.9-11 Moreover, studies show that better access to
supermarkets is related to reduced risk for obesity and overweight among adults12,13 and
adolescents14; conversely, greater access to convenience stores is related to increased risk for
obesity.9, 12-14 This association has been found in research in Louisiana, as summarized below.
Nutrition assistance and education programs – such as Food Stamps, WIC, the Senior Farmers’
Market Nutrition Program, and others – are widely recognized as important government policies to
support food security and healthier diets, particularly among families and seniors with limited
resources. For Americans who live in rural and urban neighborhoods that are underserved by
supermarkets, however, healthy foods are significantly less available than unhealthy foods, while the
prices of staple foods are often higher. This can reduce the effectiveness of nutrition programs, a
point emphasized by former USDA Secretary Dan Glickman:
“ L imited [food] access undermines the [USDA ’s] ability to promote health through
nutrition, because if prices are too high, there is not enough bang for the buck for Food
Stamps and WIC, or if choices are limited … [Americans] can ’ t make the choices that
nutrition education efforts encourage them to make. ” 15

To combat obesity and promote health, there is a clear need for public policies that support better
and more equitable access to healthy food retail as a complement to robust nutrition assistance and
education programs.
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Community and Economic Impact of Healthy Food Retail
In addition to the health benefits that they bring to communities, supermarkets, grocery stores, and
farmers’ markets contribute to the economic vitality of neighborhoods. Yet food retailers cite
particular challenges to locating in low-income areas. Targeted policies and incentives can
encourage private sector investment in healthy food retail in underserved communities.
Supermarkets and grocery stores provide customers with a wide variety of fresh healthy foods at
competitive prices. They create job opportunities and skills training for local residents; a large full
service supermarket will create between 100 and 200 full- and part-time jobs. By serving as
commercial anchors, supermarkets often contribute to the physical rehabilitation of a distressed area
while catalyzing additional economic investment into the community.
Small food stores are a frequent point of food purchases in underserved communities. If these stores
sell mostly alcohol, tobacco, and high-calorie snacks, they detract from the health of their
surrounding neighborhoods. But if they stock ample amounts of healthy foods, particularly fresh
fruits and vegetables, they can contribute to their communities in positive ways.
Farmers’ markets offer another source of healthy food — notably locally grown fruits and
vegetables — while building community and providing regional farmers with a viable source of
income. Other models of farm-to-consumer sales are increasingly successful, such as community
supported agriculture and “subscription” services that provide customers with weekly boxes of local
produce, which may be sourced from multiple growers.

Create jobs, revitalize commercial

Developing
quality food
retail in
underserved
communities

real estate, leverage private sector

Economic Stimulus

capital, and increase tax ratables
Provide lower cost, nutritious foods
and savings on transportation
Promote a nutritionally-balanced diet
which leads to reduced rates of
diabetes and obesity

Graphic reproduced with permission from The Reinvestment Fund.16

Income

Health
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Addressing the Barriers to Investment in Underserved Communities
The modern supermarket industry is economically challenging, with average annual net profit
margins at around one percent of sales.17 Supermarkets look to build stores in places where market
studies indicate high sales and profitability, and where the financial risks are minimized. An area’s
demographics – particularly income levels, population density, and population trends – are foremost
among the factors that retailers consider.18 Business decisions made on this basis, however, tend to
put low-income communities in both rural and urban areas at a disadvantage. While demand for
healthy food exists in these areas, they are perceived as more risky than affluent suburban markets;
moreover, operators may face challenges such as acquiring a suitable site and training employees.
Even as market challenges are evident, it is equally clear that viable strategies do exist to improve
access to healthy food retail in underserved communities, particularly through partnerships among
the public, private, and civic sectors.15,16, 18-23 The charts that follow concisely review key
challenges, and practical solutions, to attracting investment in familiar food retail outlets: urban
supermarkets, small town and rural supermarkets, small food stores, and farmers markets.
Louisiana is also fortunate to have a strong network of independent full-service supermarkets, many
of which are members of the Associated Grocers, Inc. retail cooperative. These retailers are an asset
to the regional economy, and they are often more likely than chain supermarkets to pursue the
market opportunities that exist in underserved areas.
According to the President of Associated Grocers, J.H. Campbell Jr., low-cost financing is the single
most important incentive that the public sector can provide to stimulate grocery retail investment in
underserved areas.18 Access to credit on competitive terms, combined with targeted grants in cases
of particular need, can cause operators to reassess risk, overcome start-up barriers, and invest in an
underserved community. Likewise, access to low-cost financing can enable existing retailers to
make improvements in refrigeration and store infrastructure in order to lower operating costs (like
energy bills) and to improve the quality, selection, and sales of healthy perishables.
In fact, communities nationwide have utilized public grants and loans to attract a needed grocery
store or market into a once underserved neighborhood.15,21 Like in Louisiana, state and city leaders
in California, New York, Chicago, Detroit, and elsewhere are now considering how to replicate the
success of a more comprehensive program which has stimulated supermarket investment in rural
and urban communities across Pennsylvania: the Fresh Food Financing Initiative (FFFI).
The Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative is recognized nationally as an innovative publicprivate partnership that provides affordable financing to fresh food retailers operating in underserved
communities (as described on page 20). It also assists retailers with key aspects of the development
process, to minimize start-up and operating challenges while better serving the community.16,19,34
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Challenges to supermarket investment in low-income urban areas, which can be magnified in
hurricane-affected areas, were cited by the Food Policy Advisory Committee in New Orleans.16, 20,21
Challenge

Strategies to Address

Difficulty obtaining financing
•
Projects viewed as risky have less access to
credit and must pay more for it.

This report recommends the creation of a
financing program dedicated to healthy food retail
ventures in underserved communities.

Higher start-up and operating costs, notably for
workforce training and security
•
In Pennsylvania, urban supermarkets spend
nearly 7 times more to train employees at
start up and 5 times more on security staff
annually as compared to suburban stores.24

Targeted incentives and workforce development
programs can help stores to identify and train
employees. The public sector and community
groups can work with operators to ensure store
and customer security.

Securing a site
•
A site for a large store, parking, and access
for delivery trucks may be hard to find in
dense urban neighborhoods.

Cities can market appropriate sites and minimize
regulatory red tape, as is done through the Retail
Chicago Initiative. Independent grocers are more
likely to locate at unconventional sites.

Need for accurate market analysis to assess and
serve a diverse customer base
•
Hurricane-affected areas present a unique
challenge for demographic estimates.

Firms like Social Compact are developing better
tools to assess the purchasing power that exists
in low-income communities. Retailers that are
successful in racially mixed neighborhoods make
the effort to provide culturally appropriate foods.

Supermarkets and grocery stores in small towns and rural communities face a challenging economic
climate, in large part due to competition from supercenters and low population densities.16, 22
Challenge

Strategies to Address

Difficulty obtaining financing
•
Community banks may not be able to meet
the financing needs of the operator for
expansion or store improvement.

This report recommends the creation of a
financing program dedicated to healthy food retail
ventures in underserved communities.

Competing with supercenters
•
Overall, independent grocers cannot match
the prices at supercenters like Wal-Mart.

Local grocery stores can build customer loyalty by
offering high quality and value and supporting
community groups. It is also important to keep the
store infrastructure attractive and up to date.

Limited experience managing perishables
Financing support can enable experienced
operators to acquire additional stores and/or
•
Managing fresh produce requires a specific
skill set that inexperienced operators are less expand their existing business.
likely to possess.
Limited access to fresh foods
Smaller stores can organize to make collective
orders to a wholesale distributor, and may be able
•
Current food distribution channels make it
hard for smaller stores in remote areas to get to buy produce directly from local farmers.
frequent deliveries of fresh foods.
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Small food stores fill the gap for low-income families in underserved rural and urban communities, but
often lack the infrastructure and experience to sell fresh produce.16,21
Challenge

Strategies to Address

Difficulty obtaining financing
•
Small stores often cannot access credit or
take on debt to make needed infrastructure
upgrades, notably to sell fresh produce.

This report recommends the creation of a
financing program dedicated to healthy food retail
ventures in underserved communities.

Higher prices than large retailers
•
Small stores buy in smaller quantities,
passing higher prices on to consumers.

Ensure that small stores are authorized to accept
Food Stamps and WIC. Stores also can make
collective orders or buy from local farmers to obtain
healthy foods at an affordable price.

Lack of experience managing perishables
•
Managing fresh produce requires a specific
skill set that many small stores lack.

Couple financial and technical assistance, such as
in handling and merchandizing fresh produce.

Perception of low customer demand
•
Operators may be reluctant to take on the
risk of introducing healthy perishables if they
are unsure of customer demand.

Lower risk for small stores by providing start-up
financing. Couple in-store improvements with local
nutrition education and promotion efforts.

Farmers ’ markets often have modest start up costs, but their successful operation requires
significant staff time; it tends to be particularly hard to cover these expenses in low-income areas.21, 23
Challenge

Strategies to Address

Financing start up and operating expenses
This report recommends the creation of a
financing program dedicated to healthy food retail
•
To keep prices affordable while meeting
expenses, markets in low-income areas may ventures in underserved communities.
need government and foundation grants, in
addition to in-kind community support.
Affordability
•
Fresh, local produce must be affordable for
low-income families—while ensuring that
farmers get a fair price.

Ensure that markets participate in the Senior
Farmers Market Nutrition Program ( F MNP ) and
expand the WIC FMNP in Louisiana. Help markets
acquire Electronic Benefit Transfer ( EBT)
technology to accept Food Stamps.

Meeting customer demand
•
In many urban areas, residents want to start
a market but cannot find enough farmers to
sell at it.

Inform Louisiana farmers of opportunities available
for marketing their products, and support strategies
( l ike grower cooperatives) to reduce the cost of
marketing and transportation.

Meeting demand in rural areas
Markets in areas of low population density
may be challenged by low sales volume.

Finance innovative models that bring healthy foods
to underserved areas with low population densities,
such as mobile vendors.

•
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RESEARCH FINDINGS:
UNDERSERVED COMMUNITIES IN LOUISIANA
Studies in Louisiana and across the U.S. have found that residents of low-income, minority, and
rural neighborhoods are most often affected by poor access to supermarkets and healthy food.9
Importantly, this means that people who already experience a high risk of obesity and other dietrelated diseases face greater barriers to eating a good quality diet, precisely because healthy food is
not easily available in their community.
To further examine these challenges in Louisiana, the Study Group reviewed findings from
comprehensive studies conducted in several regions of the state. Additional research into
Louisiana’s “food deserts” is ongoing.
Rural Louisiana and the Lower Mississippi Delta
A well-known study of food access in rural America identified 17 parishes in Louisiana as "lowaccess" areas, or parishes in which at least one-half of the population lives more than 10 miles from
a large supermarket or supercenter. These parishes are predominantly rural, including: Assumption,
Beauregard, Bienville, Caldwell, Catahoula, Claiborne, Concordia, East Carroll, Jefferson Davis,
LaSalle, Red River, Sabine, Tensas, Vernon, Washington, Webster, and West Carroll.22
A more in depth look at food availability, diet, and health in the rural Lower Mississippi Delta
(LMD) region of Louisiana, Arkansas, and Mississippi is provided by the Delta Obesity Prevention
Research Program (formerly The Delta Nutrition Intervention Research Initiative) funded by the
USDA Agricultural Research Service. This region is characterized by high rates of poverty and
obesity. The research highlights the following challenges for residents:1,2,25
•

Access to supermarkets in the LMD region is limited, especially for low-income residents.
There were fewer than 4 supermarkets in half of the parishes surveyed.1,2

•

Residents without access to reliable transportation or who cannot afford to purchase
gasoline for frequent long trips may do most of their food shopping at small/medium
grocery stores and convenience stores that are located closer to their homes. However, fresh
produce is much less available in smaller food stores as compared to in supermarkets.
Supermarkets also received higher overall ratings for food quality.1,2

•

Supermarkets carried nearly 100% of 44 fruits and vegetables included in a “market basket”
survey. On average, small/medium grocery stores carried about 40% and convenience
stores less than 17% of these produce items.1,2

•

“Fats and sweets” was the most available category of food surveyed in all food stores,
including in supermarkets.1,2
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•

Rates of food insecurity in the region are twice the national average, and LMD adults have
significantly lower diet quality than adults nationwide. Three out of four LMD adults do not
eat adequate amounts of vegetables and over four in five (84%) do not eat enough fruits.25

•

There is a high incidence of diet-related disease in the region. Over two in three LMD
adults (68%) are overweight or obese. About half have been told by a doctor that they have
one or more serious health problems, including: diabetes, high cholesterol, hypertension,
stroke, and/or heart disease.25

Given the limited number of supermarkets in the region and the clear need to improve residents’
diets, researchers from the Delta Obesity Prevention Research Program recommend that
“community-based nutrition interventions should include partnerships with small/medium
food retailers [to stock and sell more healthy foods] while trying to impact residents’ food
choices within those stores.”1

The Rolling Store: Delivering Fresh Produce to Consumers
The Rolling Store is one promising way to increase the consumption of healthy fruits and
vegetables among residents of the rural Lower Mississippi Delta region. In this instance, food
items are delivered to the consumer rather than having those individuals travel to a supermarket
or other vendor.
Piloted in West Baton Rouge Parish and implemented as a component of the People United to
Sustain Health ( PUSH ) study in the community of Winnsboro in Franklin Parish, the Rolling
Store delivers food items including fresh fruits and vegetables in a research setting that gauges
its impact on weight and blood pressure in a sample of adults living in and around Winnsboro.
The Rolling Store, in this case, is a pickup truck, converted with a camper top, which is driven to
local food vendors, farmers markets, and other sources contracted to provide seasonally fresh
produce for the study. A shopping list containing all available fruits and vegetables is provided
by the vendors, and study coordinators select appropriate items to be delivered to study
participants. Deliveries have been made to homes, church sites, and other convenient locations.
PUSH is ongoing with the final data collections occurring in the summer of 2009. To date,
approximately 100 individuals have participated in the program.
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Southeastern Louisiana
Research in urban areas of Southeastern Louisiana – including the cities of New Orleans, Baton
Rouge, and Lafayette – confirms that different types of food stores provide very different food
choices to their customers. Researchers from Tulane University and the RAND Corporation
measured the length of shelf space devoted to fruits and vegetables as compared to the length
devoted to high-calorie snacks, sweets, and soda in a large sample of stores. They find that:26, 27
•

The availability and prominence of fresh fruits and vegetables is greatest at supermarkets
and larger grocery stores. Small food stores carry limited fresh produce.26, 27

•

Convenience stores and drug stores offer the least healthy mix of foods, and most carry no
fresh produce.26

•

Stores of all types devote more shelf space to unhealthy foods than to fruits and
vegetables.26

•

Predominantly African-American neighborhoods (census tracts) have fewer supermarkets,
more small food stores, and lower average availability of fresh fruits and vegetables.27

•

Stores in Southeastern Louisiana offer a less healthy mix of foods than stores in Los
Angeles (as examined by the same methods over the same time period).26

The researchers conclude that in order to improve access to healthy food, policy-makers may
design incentives “to increase the number of food stores of any size that meet criteria for the
healthfulness of their mix of items.” They suggest that a simple ratio of the shelf length of healthy
items to the shelf length of unhealthy items is a practical way to summarize store contents and
distinguish store types.26
A comprehensive study of the food system of 23 parishes in South Louisiana is also underway,
conducted by Second Harvest Food Bank of Greater New Orleans and Acadiana in collaboration
with agriculture, health, and social service departments at five regional universities. This
assessment explores food access “from farm to fork,” including the cost and availability of a healthy
diet and culturally important foods, the dietary characteristics of high school students, the viability
of local food production for farmers, and a gaps analysis of emergency food services. Detailed
reports at the parish and regional levels will be available starting in mid 2009.
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New Orleans
Many New Orleans neighborhoods lacked access to healthy food prior to Hurricane Katrina. Since
the devastating floods, the problem has worsened. As of January 31, 2009, only 19 full-service
supermarkets have reopened in New Orleans, half the number in business before Katrina. The
number of residents per supermarket has increased from approximately 12,000 pre-Katrina to nearly
18,000 today – which is about twice the national average.28 Moreover, most of the city’s
supermarkets are located in wealthier areas, while one in five households do not own a car and
public transportation routes remain limited.
Researchers at Tulane University are conducting detailed studies on how the neighborhood food
environment affects the dietary patterns and weight of New Orleans residents. Results to date, based
on demographic data and an inventory of open food retail outlets prior to Hurricane Katrina (20042005), demonstrate that food access matters to diet and health:
•

In the low-income Central City neighborhood of New Orleans, greater availability of fresh
vegetables is linked to increased consumption of vegetables by residents.11

•

Citywide, greater supermarket access is significantly associated with lower likelihood of
obesity. Conversely, greater convenience store and fast food access is associated with higher
obesity odds.13

A 2007 survey of low-income New Orleans residents conducted by Tulane
University further shows that given their poor access to a supermarket, lowincome residents frequently shop for food at neighborhood corner stores that
carry almost no fresh produce and a limited amount of other healthy foods.
The survey results strongly suggest that residents would purchase healthy
foods if they were easily available in their neighborhood.29
•

•

•

The majority (59%) of low-income residents surveyed shop at a
supermarket less than once per week (while Americans on average shop at
a supermarket about twice weekly30). Just 6% said that they live within
“walking distance” of a supermarket; but only about half (58%) own a car.
On average, respondents shop at corner stores over three times per week.
Sixty-seven percent said they live within “walking distance” of a corner
store.
Residents surveyed like to eat fruits and vegetables as much or more than
unhealthy foods (see box). Strong majorities (over 80% for popular foods)
also said that they “would buy” or “might buy” a variety of fresh produce
items if these foods were sold in their neighborhood stores.29

New Orleans food purchase
and preference survey 29
Food

% “ like a lot ”

Tomatoes

73%

Fried
Chicken

73%

Lettuce

69%

Greens

69%

Green beans 68%
Oranges

66%

French fries

63%

Hamburgers

59%

Broccoli

58%
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Tulane researchers are also taking part in an ongoing USDA-led study of “food deserts.” This
national study was requested by Congress in the 2008 Farm Bill to consider the incidence of areas
with limited access to affordable and nutritious food, and to identify strategies which can reduce
their number and consequences.
Specifically, Tulane researchers were invited to contribute a paper which discusses how to
conceptualize and measure “food deserts,” as well as policy implications. Through a descriptive
case study of post-Katrina New Orleans, they illustrate that whether or not a given neighborhood is
classified as a “food desert” depends to some extent on the specific definitions employed of “poor
geographic access” and “economically disadvantaged area.”31
Nonetheless, the researchers show that identifying areas of need can be useful at the local level
to prioritize policy intervention, for example in awarding grants to retail food projects. They
suggest a two-tiered classification system. The first classification would indicate broad areas of
need and be used to establish eligibility for financial assistance; in urban areas, this could mean
census tracts with poverty rates greater than 20 percent and located more than 1 kilometer from a
supermarket. The second classification would prioritize specific low-income areas that are
particularly distant from retail food outlets; applications for food retail enhancement in these areas
could be given priority, with the selection of grantees also based on other important criteria such as
viability of the project and expected economic impacts.31
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RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR A HEALTHY FOOD RETAIL FINANCING PROGRAM
Create a Louisiana Financing Program for Healthy Food Retail Development
At the request of the Louisiana State Senate, the Study Group considered the creation of a statewide
financing program to bring fresh food retailers into underserved communities, including whether
such a program should be established and, if so, how it could be implemented.
There was broad consensus regarding the value of creating such a program, which is referred to as
the Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing Program (the Program) in the remainder of this report.
J.H. Campbell Jr., the President of Associated Grocers, stated that low-cost financing is the single
most important “enhancer” (incentive) that the public sector could provide to stimulate grocery retail
investment in underserved areas. In light of the significant health and economic benefits that
healthy food retailers bring to communities, the Study Group agreed that this is a sound investment
of public resources.
Additionally, there was strong support for modeling the Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing
Program on the successful Fresh Food Financing Initiative in the state of Pennsylvania. The Study
Group carefully examined the FFFI model and heard testimony from The Food Trust and The
Reinvestment Fund, the nongovernmental organizations that implement the Initiative; this informed
the recommendations that follow.
Recommendation:
•

The State of Louisiana should create a statewide financing program that will provide
grants and loans to healthy food retail ventures that improve access to fresh fruits and
vegetables and other affordable healthy food in underserved communities across
Louisiana, particularly in low-income and rural areas.

•

This Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing Program should be structured and
capitalized as a public-private partnership that creates a dedicated pool of financial
capital for healthy food retail development.
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The Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative: A Successful Model
To address a lack of fresh healthy food in its communities, in 2004 Pennsylvania created the Fresh
Food Financing Initiative ( FFFI). This statewide program provides grant and loan funding to fresh
food retailers that operate in underserved communities where infrastructure costs and credit needs
cannot be filled solely by conventional financial institutions. It also helps retailers with many aspects
of the store development process.16,19,34
The Initiative makes available a $120 million multi-faceted funding pool. The State legislature
appropriated $30 million over three years to create the FFFI. The Reinvestment Fund (TRF) , a
community development intermediary, pledged to raise a total of $90 million to match this State
grant 3 to 1. TRF and its partners raised over $82,683,000 in match as of December 31, 2008 , from
sources including private sector banks, federal New Market Tax Credits, operator equity, foundation
and federal grants, and the TRF core loan fund and fees.16
The Initiative is capitalized and administered through a public-private partnership. This structure
enabled the initiative to launch quickly and to effectively meet the needs of food retail businesses
and communities statewide. Each partner brings particular expertise:
•

The PA Department of Community and Economic Development ( DCED) is responsible for
overall program management, publicity, and oversight.

•

The Reinvestment Fund underwrites grants and loans, raises private capital, and administers
the DCED grant.

•

The Food Trust markets FFFI statewide, determines site eligibility, evaluates health impacts,
and works with industry and community stakeholders to identify and support viable projects.

•

The Greater Philadelphia Urban Affairs Coalition helps operators meet disadvantaged business
and resident employment goals for stores in Philadelphia.

Benchmarks of Impact (as of December 31, 2008) 1 6
FFFI has awarded $58 million in grants and loans to 65 applicants ( out of 170 applicants), stimulating:
•

$164 million of investment in estimated total project costs

•

1.4 million square feet of fresh food retail in underserved communities

•

3,694 jobs created and retained

•

Statewide impact: 24 projects in Philadelphia/Pittsburgh, 41 projects in other PA towns.

The Fresh Food Financing Initiative has been recognized nationally as an exemplary public program
by the National Governor's Association Center for Best Practices, Harvard University's Kennedy
School of Government, and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
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Central Goals of the Program
It is important to keep the goals of the Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing Program central to
the program’s structure and activities, the Study Group agreed. It emphasized that the program
should promote healthy diets and support economic vitality in underserved communities. It further
recognized the valuable contribution of Louisiana agriculture, and placed importance on making
fresh locally grown produce more available while providing opportunities for Louisiana farmers.
Recommendation: The Program should advance the following goals and objectives:
•

Provide competitive financing for healthy food retail ventures operating in low-income
communities in order to stimulate private sector investment in these ventures.

•

Provide access to affordable healthy food which, together with complementary nutrition
programs, will enable residents to improve their diets and health.

•

Promote the sale and consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables, particularly Louisiana
grown.

•

Support expanded economic opportunities in low-income and rural areas, including job
creation and workforce development.

Program Structure and Administration
The Study Group considered the main characteristics of the program’s structure and administration.
It began with a shared understanding of several key points. First, the Healthy Food Retail Financing
Program is designed to make one-time awards (grants and loans) to eligible ventures on a
competitive basis; it is not intended to provide ongoing funding or subsidies. Second, the program
must be able to process requests for financial assistance at a pace which is in line with that of
business, according to clear and transparent guidelines. Third, retailers that receive assistance are
expected to provide healthy, high-quality foods at competitive prices; this standard should inform
selection and monitoring, as discussed below.
Recommendation:
•

The Program should make one-time awards of grants and loans through a rolling,
competitive selection process according to transparent guidelines. Requests for
financial assistance should be processed at a pace that is in line with the pace of business.
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After agreeing that the Healthy Food Retail Financing Program should be managed by a designated
state agency, the Study Group determined that the Louisiana Department of Agriculture and Forestry
(LDAF) is an excellent agency to assume this responsibility. LDAF administers federal and state
food and nutrition programs; has strong working relationships with the state’s grocery retailers,
farmers’ markets, and farmers; and works to promote Louisiana grown food and rural and
community development. The Commissioner of Agriculture and Forestry, Dr. Mike Strain DMV,
expressed his commitment and that of LDAF to support the proposed program. Similarly, the
USDA is leading the federal government’s efforts to better understand and address “food deserts” in
order to provide children and low-income people with access to nutritious food and a healthful diet.
The Study Group further considered how key program elements would be implemented, including to
market the program statewide, evaluate applicants, make award decisions and underwrite loans, and
monitor compliance and impact. It evaluated several options, e.g.: LDAF staff could directly
administer these program elements; an appointed board could have certain authorities; and/or a
public-private partnership could be established to implement the program. Ultimately, the Study
Group concluded that a public-private partnership is the preferred structure. This decision was
informed by a review of both the Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative and the Louisiana
Business Recovery Grant and Loan Program. Both programs are managed by a state agency and
implemented through community development intermediaries. The nongovernmental partners are
responsible for providing outreach and information to potential applicants; determining applicant
eligibility; performing loan underwriting, review, and closings; maintaining all pertinent records;
monitoring activities; and regular reporting to the responsible state agency.16,19,32
Important advantages of this public-private partnership model include the capacity to establish
relationships with the pertinent business and local communities; expertise in specific industry
sectors; the capacity to perform loan underwriting; and expanded geographic reach. Several
additional benefits are evident in the FFFI program. First, this initiative is both implemented and
capitalized in collaboration with the private sector; specifically, The Reinvestment Fund pledged to
raise funds to match the State’s investment on a 3-to-1 basis. Second, The Food Trust provides
expertise with respect to food access and public health, reflecting core program goals. Third,
communication is streamlined because the state works with two primary nongovernmental partners
that have the capacity to assist businesses and communities statewide. The Study Group endorsed
taking a very similar approach in Louisiana.
Recommendation:
•

Establish the Program as a public-private partnership managed by the Louisiana
Department of Agriculture and Forestry. LDAF should select two experienced
partners that demonstrate the capacity to jointly implement the program statewide,
specifically: (1) a community development lender and (2) a nonprofit organization with
expertise in food access and health.
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Healthy Food Retail Projects
The Study Group emphasized that the Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing Program must be
comprehensive and sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of diverse underserved communities, both
rural and urban, and correspondingly diverse retail ventures. It characterized the types of projects
and project costs that should be eligible for financing assistance. A major theme of discussion was
that the program should be open to any viable retail project that will improve access to healthy food,
from supermarkets and farmers’ markets to less conventional models such as mobile vendors and
food cooperatives. Conversely, the program should not finance stores whose majority of sales are
made up of unhealthy foods, alcohol, and tobacco.
Recommendation:
•

Ensure that the Program is comprehensive and sufficiently flexible to meet the needs
of diverse underserved communities and healthy food retail ventures. Guidelines
should reflect the target projects but also include a procedure for handling creative
approaches and exceptions to the rules.

•

Food retail projects that will improve access to healthy food should be eligible for
financing, including: new supermarket and grocery store development; store renovations,
expansion, and equipment upgrades (especially to improve the availability and quality of
fresh produce); farmers' markets; food cooperatives; mobile markets and delivery projects;
and distribution projects that enable food retailers in rural and underserved urban
communities to regularly obtain fresh produce.

•

Accordingly, both for-profit and not-for-profit entities should be eligible, which may be a:
sole proprietorship, partnership, limited liability company (LLC), corporation, non-profit
organization, university, or cooperative.

•

Eligible project costs should include: site acquisition and preparation; construction (builder
overhead, labor, and materials); equipment and furnishings; workforce development;
security; certain pre-development costs (market studies, appraisals); and working capital for
first-time inventory and start-up costs.
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Financial Products
The commitment and flexibility to meet the needs of a particular project and community should
extend to the types of financial products that are offered through the program, the Study Group
agreed. Furthermore, State resources should be used to attract additional funds, including from
private sector financial institutions, operator equity, and federal and foundation programs.
The Study Group therefore expects that the program’s community development lending partner (as
per the public-private partnership structure recommended above) will utilize the public and private
sector resources made available through this program to offer certain core financial products,
including direct grants and loans. The lender will determine which products are best suited for each
applicant, while specific loan terms and fees may vary by project.
In structuring the core financial products, State dollars may be used, for example, for direct grants
and loans; for participation loans; to raise private capital for a dedicated loan fund; to offer more
attractive and flexible financing to priority projects; and for program administration. A reasonable
portion of available funds should be used to create a revolving loan fund, so that as the principle and
interest on initial loans are repaid, these funds can be used to finance additional projects.
In most cases, applicants for program financing should also provide operator equity and/or take out
loans from a private bank. In order to most effectively leverage State funds, the program partners
should also assist applicants to utilize complementary grant and incentive programs, including New
Markets Tax Credits, Community Development Block Grants, and others listed in Appendix C.
Recommendation:
•

Core financial products should include both grants and loans. The lending partner
should work to meet the needs of the project and community when determining which
financial products are best suited for the applicant.

•

State resources should be used to leverage additional funds from sources including
private sector financial institutions, operator equity, foundation and federal grants,
and New Markets Tax Credits.
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Healthy Food Retailers Financed through the PA Fresh Food Financing Initiative16,19,34
•

ShopRite of Island Avenue is a 57,000 square foot supermarket located in the Eastwick section
of Philadelphia. It boasts fresh and affordable food and a strong connection to the community.
Most of the 258 quality jobs created by the supermarket qualify for attractive employee benefits
and are filled by local residents. The presence of the ShopRite in the neighborhood is also
increasing local real estate values by stimulating additional development and job opportunities
nearby. The ShopRite opened with a $5 million loan financed using New Markets Tax Credits
and a $250,000 grant from FFFI to help with workforce training costs.

•

Sprank le ’s Neighborhood Markets are family-operated supermarkets located near Pittsburgh.
Through FFFI, the Sprankles received loans totaling over $1.2 million toward the purchase of
two additional stores ( both approximately 10,000 square feet in size) in the nearby towns of
Vandergrift and Apollo, as well as for energy-efficient equipment and inventory. Both stores are
the only full service supermarkets in their small towns.

•

Mastrorocco ’ s Market is a family-operated 12,000 square foot store located in Derry, PA
( p opulation 3,000) . It is the only full service grocer in town and a major commercial anchor.
FFFI provided a $75,000 grant that helped the store to increase its sales space and product
offerings, while making much-needed upgrades in a new HVAC unit, loading dock, and lighting.

•

Right by Nature is a full-service 22,000 square foot natural foods store located in Pittsburgh ’ s
Lawrenceville Enterprise Zone. Specializing in affordable organic and local produce, a key
feature of the store ’ s business model is to buy produce directly from local farmers. FFFI
provided a $250,000 grant and a $750,000 loan to help finance its opening.

•

Romano ’s Grocery is a 2,400 square foot corner store located in Philadelphia. With a $64,000
grant from FFFI, additional grants and loans from other sources, operator equity, and substantial
technical assistance from The Food Trust, the store was completely renovated with energyefficient refrigeration and lighting. Prior to the renovation the store carried mostly processed
foods. The centerpiece of the store is now a large produce case. Not only are significant
increases in sales of fresh produce evident at Romano ’s, but nearby corner stores have also
begun to offer more fresh fruits and vegetables.
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Applicant Eligibility and Selection
The Study Group stressed that all applicants must meet meaningful criteria for sales of fresh produce
and accessibility to low-income residents, to ensure that the program meets the goal of improving
access to healthy food in underserved communities. Knowledgeable reviewers should make an
initial determination of whether each applicant meets these central program goals; in the publicprivate partnership structure recommended above, this role is appropriate for the nonprofit partner
with expertise in food access and public health.
Once an applicant is found to be eligible for assistance, the program’s lending partner should
determine an appropriate grant and/or loan package based on a careful assessment of factors
including the proposed project’s financial viability and managerial experience, ability to repay loans,
and anticipated social and economic impacts. Given the challenging nature of the supermarket
industry, several experts who testified before the Study Group stressed the importance of financing
experienced operators who have a track record of operating high quality stores.
The Pennsylvania FFFI program utilizes this method of a two-stage applicant review process, which
is a straightforward and efficient approach for interested operators.
Recommendation: In order to be eligible for Program financing, an applicant should meet
the following eligibility criteria (stage one review).
•

The proposed project will benefit an underserved community. Underserved community
describes an area that has limited access to supermarkets and healthy food retail outlets AND
has a low median income or severe or persistent poverty; or another community that is
determined to have significant access limitations due to distance from food retail outlets.

•

The applicant will demonstrate a meaningful commitment to sell fresh fruits and
vegetables, according to a measurable standard. For example, supermarkets should be
required to meet the industry average of earning over 10% of total sales dollars from the
produce department, and should be encouraged through program guidelines to exceed this
target.33 Retailers which lack the capacity to report sales figures should be required to
dedicate at least 10% of shelf space to fresh produce, with preference given to stores that
dedicate more shelf space to produce and less space to unhealthy foods.

•

The applicant will accept Food Stamps (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program)
and WIC (Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children)
benefits. Exceptions may be made for nonconventional retail ventures that fall outside of
the scope of these nutrition assistance programs.

•

The applicant will demonstrate the capacity to implement and sustain the project. This
is more fully assessed in the second stage of applicant review, as discussed below.
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Recommendation: For eligible applicants, the following factors should be analyzed in
determining the grant and/or loan package awarded (stage two review).
•

Viability of the project and operator. This includes the strength of the business plan, the
operator’s industry and management experience, and market factors.

•

Ability to repay debt. This includes analysis of sales and cash flow projections, working
capital, financial leverage, credit score, references from suppliers, and personal guarantees.

•

Project and community need. Applicants should briefly explain why the proposed project
requires an investment of public funding to move forward, to create impact, or to be
competitive with similar projects in the region. Communities that have extraordinary need
for healthy food access, and great difficulty in attracting operators, should receive priority
consideration. Where relevant, proximity of the project to mass transit lines that will
increase access for underserved communities should also be taken into account.

•

Promotion of fresh fruits and vegetables, particularly Louisiana grown. Applicants
should detail any strategies to meet this goal, for example: to exceed the required minimum
of fresh produce sales; to promote fresh produce beyond simple availability, such as through
product placement, marketing, and point-of-sale nutrition information; to participate in the
Louisiana Buy Fresh Buy Local program; and to source and sell Louisiana grown produce
from wholesalers or regional farmers.

•

Expansion of economic opportunity. Applicants should indicate the number and quality
of jobs that will be created (or retained); any special efforts to hire locally and invest in
workforce development; and any anticipated impacts on the surrounding community.

Coordination with Complementary Nutrition Programs
The Study Group recognized the importance of nutrition education and outreach, so that as stores are
encouraged to stock and sell more fresh produce and other healthy perishables, community members
are also encouraged to purchase these foods. It called upon the Louisiana Healthy Food Retail
Financing Program to coordinate with complementary nutrition programs and education and
marketing initiatives at the state and local levels, noting the resources summarized in Appendix C.
Federal nutrition programs such as Food Stamps, WIC, and the Farmers’ Market Nutrition Programs
enable eligible families and seniors to purchase healthy foods and provide a source of revenue for
food stores and farmers’ markets in low-income areas. Participants in these programs also receive
nutrition education, which highlights ways to make healthy food choices within a limited budget. In
Louisiana, this education is provided through the Office of Public Health and the Cooperative
Extension Service of Louisiana State University (LSU) and Southern University and A&M College.
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Community- and school-based nutrition education reaches additional families and children.
Comprehensive statewide programs include the Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program
and the Smart Bodies program, both of which are implemented in partnership with the LSU
AgCenter. The Louisiana Obesity Council recently conducted a survey of healthy eating and other
obesity prevention programs statewide.
Point-of-sale marketing at the grocery store can further promote purchases of fresh produce and
other healthy foods. This approach is part of the JumpStart Pierre Part healthy eating program,
which is a partnership between Tulane medical students, the town’s two doctors, and the local
government, school, families, and grocery store in Pierre Part, LA. Shoppers in the town’s one
grocery store receive guidance from illustrated signs that signal the healthiest grocery items. These
messages are reinforced by monthly nutrition seminars, articles in the local newspaper, and other
educational activities. By tracking food purchasing patterns and sales trends at the grocery store,
and the weights of the children in the community, Tulane students and the Louisiana Public Health
Institute are monitoring JumpStart to evaluate the effectiveness of the program.
Recommendation:
•

The Program partners should coordinate with complementary nutrition programs and
education initiatives, so that Louisiana citizens are both able and encouraged to make
healthy food choices.

Program Oversight and Project Monitoring
The Study Group placed a high level of importance on establishing strong mechanisms for program
oversight and project monitoring. Retailers that receive state assistance are expected to operate
quality, healthy food retail ventures and should be held accountable for meeting related standards.
Program partners should further document how State resources are invested in food retail projects to
positively impact the health and economic well being of underserved communities statewide. The
Study Group expressed a particular interest in obtaining data on produce sales from participating
grocery stores in order to assess the extent to which making fresh produce items more available and
prominent is linked to increases in the purchase and consumption of fruits and vegetables.
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Recommendation:
•

Establish strong program oversight. Program oversight mechanisms may include benchmarks
for geographic reach and annual number of projects supported; quarterly progress reports to the
Commissioner of Agriculture and Forestry, with metrics on the number and characteristics of
projects supported; regular financial reports on program expenditures and matching funds; and a
program audit. Studies on economic and health impacts, including to measure increases in the
sales of fresh fruits and vegetables at participating food retailers, are further encouraged. A
program manual containing all program documentation and contact information is essential.

•

Establish strong project monitoring procedures. Monitoring mechanisms for grants and loans
may include periodic site visits as well as annual documentation over an established period to
show that the project continues to meet the stated eligibility criteria (e.g., significant sales of fresh
produce, acceptance of WIC) and financial requirements. Loan monitoring may further include,
but is not limited to, the regular review of financial statements and projections and an annual
financial audit. In general, funds should be disbursed to approved projects on a reimbursement
basis and files should be monitored prior to funds being released. Acceptable proof of
documentation for each requirement should be clearly stated.

Fiscal Investment by the State of Louisiana
As recommended in this report, the Healthy Food Retail Financing Program will create a dedicated
pool of grant and loan funding for healthy food retail development, which is capitalized and
implemented through a public-private partnership. The intent is to establish a program which has
sufficient financial capital and organizational capacity to assist underserved communities and retail
ventures statewide, as well as to aggressively attract private capital and federal, local, and foundation
support for this purpose. The Study Group therefore considered what investment of state funds
would be appropriate to establish an effective program as proposed. Ultimately, the Study Group
recommended that the State of Louisiana allocate $5 million in state funds this fiscal year (20092010) for the creation of the Healthy Food Retail Financing Program.
At a general level, the Study Group estimated reasonable administrative costs and benchmarks for the
number and types of projects that could be stimulated by a state allocation of $5 million that is
matched by $5 million raised by the Program’s nongovernmental partners, as shown in Appendix B.
Recommendation:
•

The State of Louisiana should allocate $5 million to fund the creation of the Healthy Food
Retail Financing Program. The Study Group further expects that the nongovernmental
intermediaries selected to implement the program will commit to raise at least $5 million in match
funds, and that the resources made available through the program will stimulate private sector
investment in quality, healthy food retail ventures in underserved communities statewide.
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CONCLUSION

In accordance with Senate Resolution 112 of the 2008 Regular Session of the Louisiana Legislature ,
the Healthy Food Retail Study Group has prepared a report which describes how the problem of
limited access to fresh healthy foods affects certain rural and urban communities statewide. It
further provides recommendations for the creation of a statewide financing program to attract
quality, healthy food retailers into areas that need improved access to healthy food.
All Louisianans deserve healthy food choices in their community. Increasing access to affordable
healthy food is a key strategy to improve diets and health among Louisiana families and children,
and to reverse the costly epidemic of obesity. Developing quality food retail also creates jobs,
encourages investment, expands markets for Louisiana grown produce, and helps make a
community a good place to live. Fortunately, it is clear that targeted public policies and publicprivate partnerships can stimulate investment in healthy food retail in underserved communities.
Specifically, the Study Group recommends that the State of Louisiana establish a statewide
financing program that provides grants and loans to supermarkets, grocery stores, farmers’ markets,
and other food retail ventures that improve access to fresh fruits and vegetables and other affordable
healthy food in underserved communities, particularly in low-income and rural areas. This program
should be structured and capitalized as a public-private partnership that creates a dedicated pool of
financial capital for healthy food retail development.
The Study Group encourages our state leaders to work toward swift implementation of these
recommendations for a Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Financing Program. This is a sound
investment of public resources that will promote the health and economic well being of the State and
citizens of Louisiana.
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APPENDIX A: TESTIMONY AND MATERIALS CONSIDERED

October 21, 2008 Meeting of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group
•

Senator Ann Duplessis (Regular Session, 2008). Senate Resolution No. 112. Creates and provides
for the Louisiana Healthy Food Retail Study Group. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana Legislature.

•

J.H. Campbell Jr., JD. President and CEO of Associated Grocers, Inc., Baton Rouge, LA.
“Healthy Food Retail Study Group: retail outlet location considerations.”

•

Thomas A. Farley, MD MPH. Chair of the Department of Community Health Sciences and
Director of the Prevention Research Center at Tulane University, New Orleans, LA.
“Food and Health in Louisiana.”

•

John Weidman, MA. Deputy Executive Director of The Food Trust, Philadelphia, PA.
“Improving access to nutritious food: PA Fresh Food Financing Initiative.”

•

Pennington Biomedical Research Center (2008). Louisiana’s report card on physical activity &
health for children and youth – 2008. Put active play in every child’s day. Baton Rouge, LA:
Pennington Biomedical Research Center, Louisiana State University System.

•

Report by the New Orleans Food Policy Advisory Committee (2008). Building healthy
communities: expanding access to fresh food retail. New Orleans, LA: The Prevention Research
Center at Tulane University and The Food Trust.

•

“Pennsylvania Fresh Food Financing Initiative: providing healthy food choices to
Pennsylvania’s communities.” Handout made available by The Food Trust, Philadelphia, PA.

November 18, 2008 Meeting of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group
•

David W. Harsha, PhD. Chief of Body Composition and Associate Professor at Pennington
Biomedical Research Center, Louisiana State University System, Baton Rouge, LA.
“Food availability and security: Lower Mississippi River Delta small town/ rural residents.”

•

“Educational Outreach Opportunities.” Handout made available by Bobby H. Fletcher, Jr., PhD.
Assistant Director for Louisiana Cooperative Extension Service Administration at the LSU AgCenter.

•

“Discussion outline: LA ‘Healthy Food Retail’ Financing Program.” Handout prepared for the
Healthy Food Retail Study Group.

January 30, 2009 Meeting of the Healthy Food Retail Study Group
•

Patricia L. Smith, JD. Director of Special Initiatives at The Reinvestment Fund, Philadelphia, PA.
“PA Fresh Food Financing Initiative.”

•

Adrienne Celestine. Director of Business Recovery Services at Louisiana Economic Development.
“Louisiana Business Recovery Grant and Loan Program.”
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APPENDIX B: PROJECT ESTIMATES

The Healthy Food Retail Study Group considered the following estimates as a basis for discussion.
Potential projects (over approximately 3 years) if the proposed Louisiana Healthy Food Retail
Financing Program is capitalized and implemented through a public-private partnership.
Assumptions:
•

Total funds: $5 million (State) + $5 million (Nongovernmental partners match)

•

Program delivery costs @ $900,000 + $100,000 contingency (over 3 years)

•

$9 million is available to provide grants and loans to healthy food retail projects

Projects: ~ $9 million
Type of Store

# of Projects

Average Grant

Average Loan

Total Grant

Total Loan

Large
Supermarket
( N ew )

5

200,000

[Varies, NMTC $1 million
may be utilized]

$4 million

Medium
Supermarket &
Refresh Projects

8

100,000

350,000

$800,000

$2.8 million

Small Stores &
Markets:
Farmers, Mobile

7

30,000

[Varies, small
loans if any]

$210,000

$200,000

All Projects

20

-

-

$2.01 million

$7 million
( r evolving
loan fund )

Use of state funds:
$1 million to program administration (over 3 years, for State agency and nongovernmental partners)
$2 million to direct grants
$2 million to capitalize revolving loan fund
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APPENDIX C: COMPLEMENTARY PROGRAMS

Complimentary Financing and Incentive Opportunities
Funding Opportunity

Program Scope

Website

New Markets Tax Credits
( Treasury )

Permits taxpayers to receive tax credits for making
qualified equity investments in designated Community
Development Entities, which are in turn used to create
investments in low-income urban and rural areas

www.cdfifund.gov

Community Development
Block Grants ( H UD )

Expanding economic opportunities, principally for
persons of low- and moderate-income

www.hud.gov/offices/
cpd/
communitydevelopment/programs/

Rural Housing and Urban
Development Program
( H UD )

Economic development and innovative housing
strategies in rural areas

www.hud.gov/offices/
cpd/
economicdevelopment/programs/rhed/

Enterprise Zone ( LED )

LA income and franchise tax credits to a business hiring
a minimum number of net new employees in designated
Enterprise Zones ( high unemployment, low income or
high percentage of residents receiving public assistance )

www.louisianaforwar
d.com/come-tolouisiana/businessincentives/statebusiness-incentives/
enterprise-zone.aspx

Renewal Communities
Tax Credits ( L ED )

Stimulate economic development in the nation's most
distressed communities via special federal income tax
treatment and other incentives

www.louisianaforwar
d.com/come-tolouisiana/businessincentives/federalbusiness-incentives/
renewalcommunities.aspx

Intermediary Relending
Program ( U SDA)

Alleviate poverty and increase economic activity and
employment in rural communities. Under IRP, loans are
provided to local organizations ( intermediaries ) for the
establishment of revolving loan funds

www.rurdev.usda.gov
/rbs/busp/irp.htm

Community Food Projects
Competitive Grants
( U SDA )

Fight food insecurity through developing community food www.csrees.usda.go
projects that help promote the self-sufficiency of lowv/funding/cfp/cfp.html
income communities

Farmers ’ Market
Improve and expand domestic farmers ’ markets, roadPromotion Program grants side stands, community-supported agriculture programs,
( U SDA )
and other direct producer-to-consumer markets
US Small Business
Administration

www.ams.usda.gov/
fmpp

The Small Business Administration serves as guarantor www.sba.gov/
of a variety of loans available to small businesses; it also
provides services including counseling and legal assistance
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COMPLEMENTARY PROGRAMS (CONTINUED)

Complimentary Nutrition and Education Programs
Nutrition Resource

Program Scope

Website

SNAP Nutrition Education Works to improve the likelihood that SNAP ( Food
(S upplemental Nutrition
Stamp ) participants and applicants will make healthy
Assistance Program)
choices within a limited budget and choose active lifestyles

www.fns.usda.gov/
fsp/
nutrition _ education/

WIC ( Special supplemental Nutrition Program
for Women, Infants and
Children)

Provides nutritious foods; nutrition education and
counseling; and referrals to other health and social
services

www.dhh.louisiana.g
ov/offices/?ID=320

Senior Farmers ’ Market
Nutrition Program and
WIC Farmers’ Market
Nutrition Program

Provides low-income seniors/ WIC participants with
coupons that can be used for fresh local produce at
farmers' markets, roadside stands, and community
supported agriculture programs

www.fns.usda.gov/
wic/SenioFMNP/
SFMNPmenu.htm

Louisiana Commodity
Supplemental Food
Program

Provides low-income women, infants, children, and
seniors with food packages and nutrition education

www.dhh.louisiana.g
ov/offices/page.asp?
id=269&detail=6355

Expanded Food and
Nutrition Education
Program

Assists limited resource audiences in acquiring the
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and changed-behavior
necessary for nutritionally sound diets

www.crees.usda.gov/
nea/food/efnep/
efnep.html

Smart Bodies

Comprehensive nutrition education and physical activity
4-H school enrichment program for children in
kindergarten through third grade

www.smartbodies.org

Louisiana Council on
Obesity Prevention and
Management

The Louisiana Obesity Council recently conducted a
survey of healthy eating and other obesity prevention
programs statewide. Council members from public and
private sector organizations work in partnership to
strengthen the alignment, development and implementation
of programs, projects and research to respond to the
public health challenge of obesity.

www.dhh.louisiana.g
ov./offices/?ID=270

www.fns.usda.gov/
wic/

www.fns.usda.gov/
wic/FMNP/
FMNPfaqs.htm
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