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How do you get past the trap of having your zip code and circumstances of 

birth determine your level of education, health care, food choices and expo-

sure to the arts?

The Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund’s mission is to improve access and 

opportunity for all New Yorkers and foster healthy and vibrant communities. 

For us that means finding strategies that help to level the playing field. The 

foundation’s programs address disparities in several areas, including access 

to healthy food, the arts and economic opportunity.

One of the areas in which we see vast disparities is in diet-related diseases, 

with epidemic rates of diabetes, obesity and heart disease, particularly in 

low-income communities where access to affordable and nutritious food is 

a challenge. These health problems devastate individuals, their families and 

whole communities. 

That’s what inspired us to make our first major grant addressing food access 

– a partnership with the NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene in 

2008 to launch the NYC Green Cart initiative, which used mobile vending to 

increase access to fresh fruits and vegetables in targeted neighborhoods. 

After seeing progress and identifying new opportunities, we decided to go 

deeper. In 2013 we launched Healthy Food & Community Change, a $15 

million, 5-year commitment in New York City. 

We concentrated on two programmatic strategies: deep, neighborhood-based 

initiatives that take a holistic approach to community change, and 

public-private partnerships that forged collaborations across sectors so that 

grants and policy align and have a broad impact.

We commissioned Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, one of the world’s 

leading philanthropy consulting and donor services organizations, to study 

the Healthy Food & Community Change initiative – to mine it for learnings 

that we could share with funders, nonprofit organizations, leaders of the 

healthy food movement, policymakers and philanthropists who are consid-

ering new work in the field. 

We’ve seen new strategies launched, new players engaged, communities 

mobilized, progress on many fronts, and new trends emerge. Many of the 

programs and models in this report can be learned from and adapted. 

We believe the field is poised for even greater impact, and hope that others 

will build upon this work. 

Laurie M. Tisch, President and Rick Luftglass, Executive Director
Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund

« I believe that every 
New Yorker should 
have access to healthy, 
affordable food. Zip code 
and circumstances of 
birth should not limit 
the possibilities for 
good health. » 

Laurie M. Tisch
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Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors has been honored to serve as a strategic 

partner of the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund since 2008. Our mission 

is to help donors create thoughtful, effective philanthropy throughout the 

world. In the case of the Illumination Fund, we have provided research and 

counsel to help them design new initiatives and maximize impact.

The Illumination Fund invited us to help document and assess its Healthy 

Food & Community Change initiative and to flesh out insights that could be 

helpful to others who are involved in, or considering involvement in, philan-

thropy that uses food as a vehicle to improve communities. 

All of the larger programs were evaluated, in some cases internally and 

in some cases by third parties. The results demonstrate multiple levels of 

impact, including quantitative metrics and qualitative data. 

Food sounds like a simple topic, but access to healthy food and healthy 

choices is remarkably complex because it’s bound up in long-term, deeply 

rooted issues of economic opportunity, community resilience, equity, and 

infrastructure. So beyond facts and figures related to specific grants, what 

we find compelling are the learnings and opportunities for communities 

that Healthy Food & Community Change produced.

 

The Healthy Food & Community Change initiative has been catalytic for 

organizations and agencies citywide. The Illumination Fund was the first 

foundation supporter for several major initiatives, enabling promising 

programs to come to fruition. In other cases, particularly with smaller orga-

nizations, the Fund’s support helped expand programs and build capacity.

It has also contributed toward systems change in New York and beyond. For 

example, health care providers increasingly link food insecurity and health; 

community development corporations identify healthy food as an essen-

tial ingredient in neighborhood revitalization; and food has emerged as an 

economic opportunity for residents. This report uses case studies of grant-

ees to illustrate these cross-cutting themes.

As philanthropy advisors, we see new opportunities for a broad range of 

funders – not just those focused on food systems – who are supporting 

communities in building a stronger future. 

We hope this report is a valuable resource, and an engaging read.

Melissa A. Berman, President & CEO
Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors

« Food initiatives intersect 
with a number of other 
community challenges 
– including workforce 
development, economic 
opportunity, community 
development, health care, 
housing, and education. » 

Melissa Berman
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New York City is often referred to as a city of neighbor-

hoods. Vibrant and diverse, New York City is home to 

800 languages and made up of communities from all 

around the world. 

And yet it is seen as a tale of two cities: one where the 

poorest neighborhoods such as Brownsville in Brook-

lyn and Hunts Point in the South Bronx have the high-

est rates of food insecurity and diet-related diseases. 

A city where the average life expectancy in the poorest 

neighborhoods is about 10 years shorter than in the 

wealthiest neighborhoods.1

Progress has been made in reducing health disparities 

in New York City over the past two decades, but signifi-

cant inequalities remain among New Yorkers of differ-

ent economic and racial/ethnic groups.

So why are there such profound disparities in 

health outcomes? 

Decades of harmful policies such as residential and 

commercial redlining and zoning laws as well as disin-

vestment has led to increased concentrated poverty 

levels and unemployment disproportionately affecting 

communities of color. 

According to the New York City Department of Health 

and Mental Hygiene:

Living in poverty makes it difficult to know about, 

find or access a variety of resources that promote 

health and prevent illness. For example, people 

living in poor neighborhoods may have access to 

fewer opportunities to exercise and buy healthy food. 

Living with limited resources also increases stress 

and anxiety, which can, in turn, lead to unhealthy 

habits, like smoking and drug use. In the other direc-

tion, poor health can prevent people from complet-

ing their education and obtaining well-paying jobs, 

which can lead to subsequent poverty.2

Low-income neighborhoods suffer from inadequate 

access to healthy foods and an overabundance of 

corner stores and fast food chains. Extensive research 

nationally has shown that lack of access is an imped-

iment to consumption of healthy foods such as fruits 

and vegetables.

Yet, while access is necessary to a healthier diet, it 

isn’t sufficient. Many factors influence purchasing of 

fruits and vegetables, including food prices and limited 

family budgets, time to shop and cook, knowledge, 

Framing the Issue: 
Disparities Across Neighborhoods

1 Li W, Zheng P, Huynh M, Castro A, Falci L, Kennedy J, Maduro G, Lee E, Sun Y, and Van Wye G. Summary of Vital Statistics, 2016. New York, NY: New York City 
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, Bureau of Vital Statistics, 2018.

2 Myers C, Olson C, Kerker B, Thorpe L., Greene C., Farley T. Reducing Health Disparities in New York City: Health Disparities in Life Expectancy and Death. 
New York: New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, 2010.
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skills, familiarity and preferences, and food companies 

aggressively advertising unhealthy products loaded 

with sugar and salt. Low-income residents also report 

that even when local stores carry fruits and vegetables, 

it is often of poor quality.

As a consequence, diet-related diseases such as diabe-

tes, heart disease and obesity are at epidemic levels. The 

consequences devastate individuals, families and commu-

nities, and drive up our country’s health care costs. 

But there is hope. Community members, government 

agencies, and nonprofit organizations have mobilized 

to address these issues and to envision a healthier 

future. Throughout New York City and across the 

country, there’s an explosion of food access initiatives, 

community-led strategies, and systems and policy 

changes designed to address food insecurity, health 

equity and economic opportunity.

A Tale of Two Neighborhoods

Poor health, food insecurity and diet-related diseases are dramatically higher 
in New York City's poorest neighborhoods.

1

East Harlem

23%

28%

Poverty Rate

Diabetes

Food Insecurity Rate

Obesity

« To create vibrant neighborhoods that 
nurture health, we have to reinvest 
in areas that have been deprived of 
resources for far too long. This includes 
environmental features like clean air, 
good parks, safe streets, bike lanes and 
fresh food, as well as systemic features 
such as quality employment, affordable 
housing stock and first-class schools. »

Sara Gardner, Executive Director
Fund for Public Health in NYC

Dr. Mary Bassett, former Commissioner
NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene

In East Harlem, compared 
to Upper East Side:

•	 The poverty rate is more than 
3 times higher.

•	 The food insecurity rate is  
2 times higher.

•	 The obesity rate is more than 
2.5 times higher.

•	 The diabetes rate is more than 
4 times higher.

•	 Average life expectancy 
is 9 years lower.

Introduction     

Upper East Side

7%

4%

11%11%

Data from New York City Department of Health's 
Community Health Profiles 2018; and Feeding 
America and the Food Bank for NYC, 2016

16%

21%
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The Illumination Fund's healthy food initiatives targeted neighborhoods with the greatest needs

2

0%Percentage of residents who are food insecure 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Tottenville, Great Kills & Annadale, SI
New Springville & South Beach, SI

Bayside, Douglaston & Little Neck, QN
Upper East Side, MN

Battery Park City, Greenwich Village & Soho, MN
Murray Hill, Gramercy & Stuyvesant Town, MN

Upper West Side & West Side, MN
Ridgewood, Glendale & Middle Village, QN

Forest Hills & Rego Park, QN
Howard Beach & Ozone Park, QN

Park Slope, Carroll Gardens & Red Hook, BK
Sunnyside & Woodside, QN

Jackson Heights & North Corona, QN
Flushing & Whitestone, QN

Richmond Hill & Woodhaven, QN
Bay Ridge & Dyker Heights, BK

Sheepshead Bay, Gerritsen Beach & Homecrest, BK
Elmhurst & South Corona, QN

Port Richmond, Stapleton & Mariners Harbor, QN
Riverdale, Fieldston & Kingsbridge, BX

Coop City, Pelham Bay & Schuylerville, BX
Bensonhurst & Bath Beach, BK

Chelsea, Clinton & Midtown Business District, MN
Briarwood, Fresh Meadows & Hillcrest, QN

Queens Village, Cambria Heights & Rosedale, QN
National Average

NYC Average
Sunset Park & Windsor Terrace, BK

Astoria & Long Island City, QN
Pelham Parkway, Morris Park & Laconia, BX

Greenpoint & Williamsburg, BK
Brooklyn Heights & Fort Greene, BK

Borough Park, Kensington & Ocean Parkway, BK
Canarsie & Flatlands, BK

Castle Hill, Clason Point & Parkchester, BX
Chinatown & Lower East Side, MN

Washington Heights & Inwood, MN
Bushwick, BK

Brighton Beach & Coney Island, BK
Hamilton Heights, Manhattanville & West Harlem, MN

Far Rockaway, Breezy Point & Broad Channel, QN
Flatbush & Midwood, BK

Bedford Park, Fordham North & Norwood, BX
Jamaica, Hollis & St. Albans, QN

East Harlem, MN
Wakefield, Williamsbridge & Woodlawn, BX

East New York & Starrett City, BK
Concourse, Highbridge & Mount Eden, BX

East Flatbush, Farragut & Rugby, BK
Hunts Point, Longwood & Melrose, BX

Crown Heights North & Prospect Heights, BK
Belmont, Crotona Park East & East Tremont, BX

Morris Heights, Fordham South & Mount Hope, BX
Bedford-Stuyvesant, BK

Central Harlem, MN
Crown Heights South, Prospect Lefferts, Wingate, BK

Brownsville & Ocean Hill, BK

7%
8%

9%
11%

12%
12%
12%
12%
12%
12%

13%
13%
13%
13%
13%

14%
14%
14%
14%

15%
15%
15%
15%
15%
15%
15%

16%
17%
17%

18%
18%
18%
18%
18%

19%

19%
19%

20%

20%
20%
20%

21%
22%
22%

23%
24%
24%

25%
25%

26%
26%

27%
27%
27%
27%

28%
31%

Neighborhoods 
with programs 
supported by the 
Illumination Fund:

Brooklyn:
Bronx:
Manhattan:
Staten Island:
Queens:

BK
BX
MN
SI
QN

Neighborhood definitions 
based on Community Districts

Source: Feeding America and the Food Bank for NYC, 2016
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Access to healthy food, income, affordability, quality and social factors contribute  
toward differences in consumption of fruits and vegetables

3

Lowest Percent

1. Bayside and Little Neck, QN
2. Financial District, MN
3. Greenwich Village and Soho, MN
4. Stuyvesant Town and Turtle Bay, MN 
5. Upper East Side, MN                            

5%*
5%*
5%*
5%* 
7%

Highest Percent

58. Hunts Point and Longwood, BX
58. Mott Haven and Melrose, BX 
57. Parkchester and Soundview, BX
56. Highbridge and Concourse, BX 
55. Fordham and University 
      Heights, BX

23%
23%
21%
20%
20%

Borough Percent

Bronx
Brooklyn
Manhattan
Queens
Staten Island

18%
13%
9%

11%
11%

NYC Overall:

18% – 23% 

13% – 17%

9% – 12%

5% – 8%

Unpopulated Areas

* Interpret with caution 
due to small sample size

Percentage of adults that did not eat a fruit or vegetable in the past day

STATEN ISLAND

MANHATTAN

BRONX

QUEENS

BROOKLYN

Source: New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, 2015 Community Health Profiles

12%
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It all started with street vendors.

In 2008, the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund part-

nered with the Mayor’s Fund to Advance New York 

City and the New York City Department of Health and 

Mental Hygiene to launch the NYC Green Cart Initia-

tive, an innovative public health and economic devel-

opment strategy to increase the availability of fresh 

produce in neighborhoods where access is a challenge 

and there are high rates of diet-related diseases such as 

diabetes, obesity and heart disease.

Street vendors have been a vital part of the New York 

City landscape for centuries. But the City has a cap on 

the number of street vending permits, leading to long 

waiting lists for prospective vendors, a black market for 

permits, and a tendency for street vendors to set up in 

busy parts of Manhattan, whether they sell hot dogs, 

halal food, ice cream or fruit. In 2008, the Mayor and 

City authorized the Department of Health to issue up 

to 1,000 new street vending permits – but only to sell 

fresh fruits and vegetables, and exclusively in targeted 

neighborhoods where the data say that consumption of 

fresh produce is low and the rates of obesity, diabetes, 

and heart disease are high.

The NYC Green Cart Initiative was a blend of public 

policy, private philanthropy and grassroots entre-

preneurship. The Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund 

supported vendor training, business development 

assistance and low-interest loans, as well as design, 

marketing and community outreach and nutrition 

education to promote consumption of fresh fruits and 

vegetables from Green Cart vendors. The Fund’s grants 

also enabled Karen Karp & Partners, a food business 

and policy consulting firm, to provide on-the-ground 

assistance and advice to the Green Cart vendors.

The Fund augmented the initiative with publication 

of NYC Green Cart Cookbooks that were distributed for 

free to the vendors to hand out to their customers, and 

funded a documentary film, The Apple Pushers, that 

was used by community organizations across the US 

to raise awareness of food access issues as well as 

immigrant entrepreneurship.

Ten years later, the NYC Green Cart initiative is going 

strong and self-sustaining.

The Roots of Healthy Food 
& Community Change
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NYC Green Carts

Green Carts are only allowed in these 
designated areas, based on data on fruit 
and vegetable consumption rates and 
diet-related diseases:

4

Bronx

Brooklyn

Manhattan

Queens

Staten Island

Impact

Today, there are 320 vendors using these permits to 

operate Green Carts in neighborhoods such as the 

South Bronx, East Harlem, Central Harlem, Bedford 

Stuyvesant and Bushwick, and entrepreneurs create 

new Green Cart businesses every year. 

And because many vendors have at least one additional 

employee, several hundred jobs have been created. 

Regardless of whether or not the vendors continue 

their businesses, they develop sales, business 

management and customer relations experience and 

skills that help them obtain other work or start other 

businesses, creating even greater economic impact for 

families and communities.

Several research studies have demonstrated even more 

dimensions of impact.

Green Carts provided an affordable option  
and increased customers' consumption of 
fruits and vegetables

According to a study led by Columbia University’s 

School of International and Public Affairs, 71% of 

customers surveyed reported increased consumption 

of fresh fruits and vegetables since shopping at Green 

Carts. Additionally, the researchers concluded that 

the Green Carts are reaching the targeted populations: 

68% of customers earn less than approximately 200% 

of the federal poverty level, and 50% of customers are 

“always” or “sometimes” worried about having enough 

money to buy fresh fruits and vegetables.

Increased Fruit and Vegetable Consumption

5

Worried about
having enough money 

to buy fresh fruits 
and vegetables

increased consumption 
of fresh fruits and 
vegetables since 
with Green Carts.

50% 71%

Source: Fuchs, E. and Holloway, S., Columbia University School of Inter-
national and Public Affairs, Innovative Partnership for Public Health: An 
Evaluation of the New York City Green Cart Initiative to Expand Access 
to Healthy Produce in Low-Income Neighborhoods, 2014.
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« New York City’s Green Cart initiative 
has increased access to healthy food 
in otherwise underserved high-density 
and low-income neighborhoods, 
influenced customers’ consumption of 
fruits and vegetables, and created jobs 
for immigrant entrepreneurs. »

Esther Fuchs and Sarah Holloway,  
Columbia University’s School of International and Public Affairs
Innovative Partnership for Public Health: An Evaluation of 
the New York City Green Cart Initiative to Expand Access to 
Healthy Produce in Low-Income Neighborhoods.

Stores in neighborhoods with Green Carts 
began to stock more fruits and vegetables

A multi-year study by the NYC Department of Health 

and Mental Hygiene found that there was a beneficial 

spillover effect on other food stores in neighborhoods 

where Green Carts operated. Stores that had not 

sold fruits and vegetables before the introduction of 

Green Carts started doing so. The percentage of food 

retail establishments that sold fruits and vegetables 

increased from 50% in 2008 to 69% in 2011. There were 

no significant changes in availability in comparable 

neighborhoods that did not have Green Carts. Most of 

the increases in availability in Green Cart neighbor-

hoods was at bodegas or corner stores.

Customers using SNAP (Food Stamps) 
purchased more fruits and vegetables 
than customers using cash only

A study by researchers based at New York Universi-

ty’s School of Medicine and Wagner School of Public 

Service, published in 2017 in the Center for Disease 

Control’s Preventing Chronic Disease journal, found 

that customers who used SNAP benefits (formerly 

known as food stamps) at Green Carts used that 

purchasing power to increase their purchases. At Green 

Carts that are equipped with wireless Electronic Bene-

fit Terminals, customers using SNAP benefits bought 

on average 6.4 more cup equivalents of produce than 

those who paid with cash.

Percent of establishments selling both
fruits and vegetables 2008 – 2011 

6

Green Cart 
Precints

Non-Green
Cart Precints

Source: Kurker B, Farley S, Johns M, Leggat M, Nonas C, Parton P. 
Green Cart Evaluation, 2008-2011. New York City Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene: EPI Data Brief (48); August 2014.

Source: Breck A, Kiszko K, Martinez O, Abrams C, Elbel B. Could 
EBT Machines Increase Fruit and Vegetable Purchases at New York 
City Green Carts? Prev Chronic Dis 2017;14:170104.

Increased Purchasing Power
for Customers Using SNAP

7

50%

68%

57%

65%
64%

69%

2008 2009 2011

15.6
cup equivalents
of produce

9.2
cup equivalents
of produce

ONLY
CASHSNAP
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The NYC Green Cart initiative inspired the Illumina-

tion Fund to delve more deeply into food access work in 

New York City by creating the Healthy Food & Commu-

nity Change Initiative. In 2013, the Illumination Fund 

committed $15 million over the course of five years to 

organizations working to improve access to healthy 

food, address health and access disparities, provide 

nutrition education, generate food-sector jobs and train 

a new workforce, and use food and food policy as tools 

to strengthen communities.

The Green Cart Initiative helped to inform the Illumi-

nation Fund’s grantmaking strategies by emphasizing 

the importance of targeting specific neighborhoods 

with the greatest diet-related illnesses, and engaging 

with the City in public-private partnerships. And, while 

Green Carts focused on access to healthy foods, when 

the Illumination Fund developed the Healthy Food & 

Community Change initiative it decided to go beyond 

access — layering in complementary components to 

increase impact.

« From Green Carts, we learned that 
access is necessary but not sufficient. 
That’s why when we designed Healthy 
Food & Community Change, we 
developed a more layered, multifaceted 
approach and engaged a much wider 
array of partners. »

Rick Luftglass

Creating Healthy Food  
& Community Change
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5 Primary Goals

1.	 Improved access to healthy foods  

in underserved neighborhoods.

2.	 Greater awareness of healthy choices.

3.	 Collaborations and partnerships across 

sectors, including community organiza-

tions, health care facilities, local busi-

nesses, schools, citywide nonprofits and 

public agencies.

4.	 Development of future leaders.

5.	 Advancement of knowledge 

and practice.

3 Core Principles

1.	 Change is local, inclusive and holistic. 

The strongest change agents are individu-

als and organizations that are invested 

in communities, embedded in neighbor-

hoods, and have a vision of what makes a 

healthy, vibrant community with opportu-

nities for all residents.

2.	 Government has to be at the table. That’s 

how systems change. Public-private part-

nerships are critical to collaboration across 

sectors, including community organiza-

tions, businesses, schools, health care 

facilities and public agencies.

3.	 Advancing knowledge and practice at 

academic institutions builds evidence to 

inform public policies and develops 

human capital.

| Mural: The Fruits of our Labor (LISC/New Settlement Communities). 
| Lead artist: Jose de Jesus Rodriguez for Groundswell, with students 
  from New Settlement Community Campus
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City Harvest: Healthy
Neighborhoods

Bed-Stuy Community Action Network

Queens Action Council

South Bronx Community Food Coalition

Staten Island Neighborhood Food Initiative

Washington Heights/Inwood Food Council

Added Value

East New York Farms

Fund for Public Health

Green City Force

Harlem Grown

Isabahlia Ladies of Elegance Foundation

La Finca del Sur

NYCHA

NYC Mayor’s Office of Strategic
   Partnerships

City University of New York

Factory Farming Awareness Coalition

Goya Foods

GrowNYC

La Canasta

La Finca del Sur

Farms at
NYCHA

Hostos Community College:
Food Studies Program

LISC NYC: Communities
for Healthy Food

Banana Kelly Community
   Improvement Association

Cypress Hills Local Development
   Corporation

New Settlement Apartments 

Northeast Brooklyn Housing
   Development Corporation

West Harlem Group Assistance

Brooklyn Hospital Center

Coney Island Hospital

Elmhurst Hospital Center

Kings County Hospital Center

Lincoln Hospital and Mental Health Center

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center

Ralph Lauren Center for Cancer Care
   and Prevention

Queens Cancer Center

Memorial Sloan Kettering
Cancer Center: FOOD program

Corbin Hill Food Project

New York Common Pantry

Wholesome Wave

Mount Sinai Hospital:
Powerfood

p.46

p.66

p.70

p.52

p.56

p.34

Jobs & Training

Health Care 

Nutrition Education

Public-Private Partnerships

Improved Access

Introduction     

The Healthy Food & Community Change 
Ecosystem of Projects

While this report features nine case studies, it is important to 

highlight that the ecosystem of support and interconnected 

projects behind the Healthy Food & Community Change 

initiative is much larger. From urban farms to hospitals, to 

government agencies, the impetus to improve access to healthy 

food in our city is shared by many valuable partners. 
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Wholesome Wave:
Wholesome Rx

GrowNYC

Harvest Home

Mayor's Office of Food Policy

New York City Health + Hospitals

NYC Department of Health & Mental Hygiene

p.42

p.62

United Neighborhood Houses:
Building Healthy NYCHA

Communities Through Food

CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute

Jacob A Riis Neighborhood
   Settlement House

Queens Community House

SCAN NY

United Community Centers  

Teachers College,
Columbia University:

Laurie M. Tisch Center
for Food, Education

& Policy

p.76

Edible Schoolyard

FoodCorps

NYC Department of Education

Wellness in the Schools

Teachers
College,
Columbia
University

LISC NYC

Farms
at NYCHA

City Harvest

United
Neighborhood

Houses

Memorial
Sloan

Kettering
Cancer Center

Mount Sinai
Hospital

Wholesome
Wave

Hostos
Community

College

Public-Private
Partnerships

Improved Access

Nutrition
Education

Jobs & Training

Health Care 

Five of the nine projects work directly to 

provide Improved Access to healthy food. 

Another six have Nutrition Education as 

one of their core activities. Three projects 

are focused on contributing to each of the 

three remaining categories.

This two-page section lists case studies 

and partners, classified by areas of work, 

representing trends in the Healthy Food & 

Community Change initiative visually.
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Grantees and Partnerships
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Public-Private Partnerships



Field
Presence

Connecting

20 Introduction     

Foundations Have More
to Offer Beyond Dollars

Convening Communications Policy
Engagement

The Illumination Fund amplified its impact by serv-

ing as a connective thread for its larger network of 

grantees, partners, policymakers, leaders and funders. 

The Illumination Fund’s non-grantmaking strategies 

included: 

Convening: 
Foundations can enable the sharing of best practices 

by convening grantees. The Illumination Fund held an 

inaugural forum to launch the initiative in 2013 and 

continued to convene grantees to discuss their work, 

share successes and challenges and learn new skills 

from each other.

Connecting: 
The Illumination Fund facilitated network-building 

by connecting grantees with each other for research, 

counsel and collaboration. In interviews, grantees 

spoke about the power in shared learning, shared work, 

shared community, and carefully built networks.

Communications: 
The Illumination Fund invested in communications 

by obtaining press coverage for specific programs, 

aiding the grantees in media outreach, and amplifying 

programs and events through digital and social media 

channels. The Fund also used the convenings to build 

the communications skills of the grantees’ program staff 

and others who regularly interact with – and must build 

a compelling case with – external audiences such as poli-

cymakers, media, funders and community members. 

Field Presence: 
The Illumination Fund’s executive director, Rick 

Luftglass, co-chaired Community Food Funders, a 

network of foundations in New York City, Staff partic-

ipated in philanthropic and food policy networks to 

monitor trends, identify opportunities to build collec-

tive impact and serve as a resource to other funders 

and organizations.

Policy engagement: 
The Illumination Fund is regularly in contact with poli-

cymakers, particularly at the City level. It made intro-

ductions to grantees and shared information helpful 

for cross-sector work. The nature of the public-private 

partnerships in Healthy Food & Community Change 

also facilitated collaboration and helped to bring inno-

vative ideas to scale.
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Convening Grantees to  
Foster Collaboration and  
Knowledge Sharing

The Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund launched 

Healthy Food & Community Change with a 

convening called “Bringing Policy to the Table: 

New Food Strategies for a Healthier Society.” 

Grantees were brought together with approx-

imately 600 food system leaders, advocates, 

policymakers, researchers, funders, evaluators, 

practitioners, luminaries and students. This 

launch event set the stage for new relation-

ships and collaborations among grantees and 

between grantees and others within the Illumi-

nation Fund’s network.

Over time, convenings became a tool for grant-

ees to build critical skills, such as evaluation 

and communications. Grantees created infor-

mal networks, established valuable learning 

communities, and formed a common language 

to solve shared objectives. The convenings also 

allowed for identification of challenges and 

opportunities along the way.

Grantees have regularly indicated to the 

Illumination Fund that these points of inter-

section have spurred useful relationships 

and collaborations among them, which have 

added value to grantees’ endeavors above and 

beyond the funding they received. By coming 

together through intentional network-building, 

grantee partners found ways to work creatively 

to generate solutions; the value of these part-

nerships has inspired many grantees to work 

collaboratively on programs outside of their 

grant objectives.

From “‘I Learn from What They See’: Inter-Organizational 
Collaboration between Grantees of the Laurie M. Tisch 
Illumination Fund’s Healthy Food & Community Change 
Initiative,” a white paper by Karen Karp & Partners (2017)

| Tracey Kemble, Green Beetz; Nancy Easton, Wellness in the Schools

| Michel Nischan, Wholesome Wave, with colleague
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Catalytic
Initiatives

Through Healthy Food & Community Change, the 

Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund (The Fund) 

supported more than 40 nonprofit organizations 

directly and dozens more through collaborative initia-

tives, leading to expansion of healthy food access 

programs, nutrition education programs, leadership 

development, and policy initiatives.

The Fund's leadership has been catalytic for orga-

nizations and agencies citywide. The Fund was the 

first foundation supporter for several major initia-

tives, providing early funding that enabled promising 

programs to come to fruition. In other cases, particu-

larly with smaller organizations, the Fund’s support 

helped existing programs to expand their reach and 

organizations to build capacity.

Created the Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, 
Education & Policy at Teachers College

The Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, Education & 

Policy was launched in 2013 in the Program in Nutri-

tion at Teachers College, Columbia University – the 

oldest university-based nutrition education program in 

the country. Today, the Tisch Food Center is a recog-

nized hub for the intersection of food policy, nutrition 

education research and sustainable food systems. The 

Center has issued landmark reports on nutrition educa-

tion programs, conducted research to identify best 

practices to integrate school gardens into school culture 

and advocated for policies that strengthen nutrition 

education and healthy food access in schools. [p. 76]

Embedded healthy food initiatives into 
community development corporations

The Fund partnered with Local Initiative Support 
Corporation (LISC NYC) to create LISC’s Commu-

nities for Healthy Food, a new strategy to embed 

healthy food programs into all aspects of the work of 

five community development corporations that build 

affordable housing, spur economic development, and 

provide educational and social services. [p. 34]

Increased the scale of City Harvest’s Healthy 
Neighborhoods Initiative

The Fund provided core support to City Harvest for 

targeted expansion of the Healthy Neighborhoods 

Initiative, the organization’s first neighborhood-tar-

geted food security plan. City Harvest doubled the 

reach of programs such as Mobile Markets, healthy 

retail partnerships and cooking demonstrations and 

classes focused on neighborhoods with the greatest 

disparities and highest rates of food insecurity. [p. 46]
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Piloted a new settlement house resident 
engagement model for healthy food in 
public housing
 

The Fund was the first funder of United Neighbor-
hood Houses’ Building Healthy NYCHA Communities 

through Food, in which settlement houses based in 

public housing developments partnered with tenants to 

identify, prioritize and implement programs driven by 

resident leaders. [p. 42]

Supported a novel public housing-based urban 
agriculture and job training program 

The Fund provided the seed support and mobilized 

additional funders for Farms at NYCHA, a component 

of the Mayor’s Building Healthy Communities initia-

tive. Beyond building urban farms, Farms at NYCHA 

is a workforce training and leadership development 

program for public housing residents. Five new farms 

were built in public housing developments. In the latest 

Urban Farm Corps cohort, 96% of graduates were in 

jobs or college within a month. [p. 52]

Funded the first community college-based 
Associate Degree in food studies

The Fund was the first outside funder for Hostos 
Community College’s Food Studies Program, the 

country’s first community college-based Associate 

Degree in Food Studies. Hostos created an innova-

tive program that focuses on career opportunities 

while building an understanding of policy and soci-

etal factors that affect low-income communities and 

communities of color. The Illumination Fund also 

joined the New York City Council as the first funders 

of the New York City Food Policy Center at Hunter 
College – the largest college in the City University of 

New York (CUNY), which in turn is the largest urban 

public university in the country. Hunter’s Food Policy 

Center then spurred the establishment of a CUNY-wide 

Urban Food Policy Institute. [p. 56]

Spurred hospital-based partnerships to combat 
food insecurity
 

The Fund was the start-up funder for Wholesome 
Wave’s first hospital-based Fruit and Vegetable 

Prescription Program, as well as Mt. Sinai Hospital’s 

food insecurity screening, emergency food and farm 

share program. The Illumination Fund also enabled 

Memorial Sloan Kettering to add Food Navigators in 

its FOOD program, the country’s first hospital-based 

food pantry tailored for low-income patients undergo-

ing cancer treatment. [pp. 62, 66, 70]

« It’s been a lab and accelerator for 
many projects. The Illumination Fund 
has been willing to take risks that other 
funders had not up until that point. »

Barbara Turk, Director of Food Policy 
Office the of Deputy Mayor for Health and Human Services



24 Introduction     

Program
Locations

Neighborhood-based program sites

8

Grantees targeted neighborhoods and 

sites throughout the five boroughs based 

on community needs and partners.

City Harvest:
Healthy Neighborhoods

Farms at
NYCHA

Hostos Community College:
Food Studies Program

LISC NYC:
Communities for Healthy Food

United Neighborhood Houses:
Building Healthy NYCHA 
Communities Through Food

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center: 
FOOD Program

Make the Road New York: 
Healthy Communities

Mt. Sinai Hospital:
Powerfood

Wholesome Wave:
Wholesome Rx

STATEN ISLAND
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MANHATTAN

BRONX

QUEENS

BROOKLYN
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Impact on 
the Field

Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors reviewed grantee 

reports and interviewed more than 25 organizational 

leaders as well as academics and government poli-

cymakers to assess the impact of the Healthy Food 

& Community Change initiative and to gain insights 

about the broader field in New York City and nationally. 

Key outcomes generated through this initiative include:

New Players are now in the healthy food space,
including neighborhood organizations, settlement 

houses, community development corporations, 

and housing providers that previously had not been 

involved in the healthy food movement. These orga-

nizations, which have deep roots in communities, 

demonstrated that they can leverage their capacity and 

stability to be agents of change in increasing access to 

affordable healthy food.

Residents of some of New York City’s most 
economically challenged neighborhoods have 
become more engaged, and concentrated place-

based initiatives have shown significant progress in 

changing the shopping, cooking and eating choices of 

participants. There is growing interest in healthy eating 

by residents of New York’s low-income neighborhoods. 

Through this initiative, there are now many successful 

models of farmers markets, community cooking classes, 

and urban farming projects, many of which are led and 

operated by volunteers from target neighborhoods.

Community development organizations and 
health care providers are taking a more holistic 
approach to health and wellness at the individ-

ual and community level. Physicians and nurses are 

screening for food insecurity as part of their diagnoses 

and treatment plans, affordable housing providers 

are envisioning healthy food as a key ingredient for 

a vibrant neighborhood, and community members 

are generating income to support their families. Food 

has emerged as a powerful tool to promote healthier 

families and communities, boosting ongoing efforts in 

economic development and health care delivery.

There are new partnerships and greater align-
ment among disparate fields that share common 

goals in healthy food. Lasting relationships have been 

nurtured among over 100 organizations, including 

anti-hunger organizations, academic institutions, city 

government agencies, neighborhood organizations and 

health care providers, which reduces fragmentation 

and creates more opportunities for collaboration.



« [Healthy Food & Community 
Change] helped to consolidate what 
was a learning community of people 
doing community-level food work—
exchanging ideas and identifying best 
practices... It was about moving the 
field, not just individual organizations. 
Because of the convenings the 
Illumination Fund organized and the 
way they are funding partnerships 
versus individual nonprofits, 
organizations are talking to each other 
in a more structured and ongoing way. »

Nick Freudenberg, Director
CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute
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Initiatives piloted in over 20 individual New 
York neighborhoods have the potential to be 
scaled across the city and nationwide based on 

robust evaluation methods and the development of 

toolkits for replication.

The Illumination Fund’s work illustrates that 
supporting food initiatives is not just for 

“food funders.” New cross-cutting trends have been 

advanced, some of which were propelled by the Fund’s 

grantees and partners. They have shown that food can 

be a tool for donors with interests in a much broader set 

of issues in their community, such as:

•• Funders who support health care

•• Funders invested in affordable housing and 

community development

•• Funders who support intergenerational programs

•• Funders interested in youth development 

and leadership

•• Funders of education

•• Funders seeking to foster entrepreneurship

•• Funders of workforce development and 

economic opportunity

•• Funders of national service programs such 

as AmeriCorps



| Photo: Stéphan Valentin
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2.
Themes and
Case Studies
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Theme 1: Place-based Strategies
and Resident Engagement

Many of the Illumination Fund’s Healthy Food & 

Community Change programs were geographically 

targeted — focusing on specific communities of the 

greatest need, identified as those with disproportionately 

high rates of food insecurity, poverty, unemployment, 

diet-related diseases and low availability of healthy 

foods. Because these issues are interrelated, several 

programs were driven by multi-service organizations 

and partners or were intensely collaborative, and food 

initiatives became part of broader community strategies.

Programs of this nature are often referred to as “place-

based initiatives” because they are designed to focus 

on particular neighborhoods, to “go deep,” and to inte-

grate strategies rather than look at problems in isola-

tion. An essential element of place-based initiatives 

is that community members and residents are leaders 

and help to set the agenda.

« What makes a neighborhood healthy? 
The neighborhood in which people live 
can have important effects on health. 
Healthy neighborhoods are those 
with civic resources such as libraries 
and parks, easy access to high-quality 
medical care, adequate and high-
quality housing, and strong community 
connectedness. A healthy neighborhood 
also feels safe and has places to exercise 
and purchase healthy foods, such as 
fresh fruits and vegetables. » 

New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene
Health Disparities in New York City, 2004

The Illumination Fund supported three initiatives that 

are classified this way: LISC NYC’s Communities for 

Healthy Food, United Neighborhood Houses’ Building 

Healthy NYCHA Communities Through Food, and City 

Harvest’s Healthy Neighborhoods Initiative.

The scope of each place-based initiative varied based 

on the concentration of poverty and food insecurity. 

For example, in the case of City Harvest’s Healthy 

Neighborhoods Initiative, the scope of the Bronx 

component spanned a broad swath of the South Bronx, 

including multiple neighborhoods. However, its 

Queens component was focused in and near specific 

public housing developments in Long Island City 

and Astoria neighborhoods that otherwise are more 

economically diverse.

Building a Healthier Food Environment

When funders consider where and how to increase 

access to healthy foods, it is essential to not just focus 

on individual behavior (such as with standalone 

nutrition education programs), but to think about the 

“neighborhood food environment” and consider phys-

ical, social and economic barriers that may constrain 

choices or skew diets toward unhealthy options.

Food environments are the points at which individu-

als access food. This includes grocery stores, corner 

markets, restaurants, food pantries, farmers markets, 

schools, community gardens, community-supported 

agriculture, and meals at community-based organiza-

tions. There are opportunities for healthy food initia-

tives in each setting.



Examples of infusing healthy food across the economic spectrum

9
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Increasing Access to Healthy Food for 
Residents at all Levels of Economic Means

Since the goal of many healthy food initiatives is to 

impact a challenged community, it’s important to 

recognize the economic conditions of all members of 

the community, whether they obtain food through food 

pantries, mobile markets, farmers markets, schools, 

or regular retail stores. Most low-income individuals 

obtain food from multiple sources. Food pantry clients 

generally do not receive all their food from the pantry, 

but they use it for emergency purposes or to fill gaps 

when they can’t afford other options. Many recipients 

of SNAP (the program formerly known as food stamps) 

also rely on food pantries because the benefit level is 

insufficient and gets used up before the end of each 

month. As a result, people who receive SNAP benefits 

turn toward food pantries to feed their families, so 

pantries see a surge of need during that time.

Regardless of where residents obtain food, there are 

strategies to increase the proportion of healthy food in 

those venues. For example, food pantries can add refrig-

eration in order to provide produce, and corner stores 

can be incentivized to upgrade their produce section. 

Access is Necessary but not Sufficient

Making healthier foods available doesn’t automatically 

increase dietary patterns and health. There are 

also opportunities to layer in complementary 

programs such as nutrition education, cooking 

workshops and demonstrations.

That’s why the place-based programs (as well as 

other grantees supported by the Illumination Fund) 

provided nutrition education, cooking workshops, 

youth programs, community events, in-store shopping 

tours, and other types of engagement. These integrated 

approaches can have a significant effect on demand.

PROVIDING FREE
HEALTHY FOOD

LEVERAGING RETAIL
OPTIONS

• Client-Choice Pantries with fresh and 
frozen produce: LISC NYC’s community 
development partners created “choice 
pantries” so that rather than receiving a 
standard bag of food, the clients can 
choose from a range of produce and other 
healthy options. In some sites, the clients 
can participate in cooking demonstrations 
and nutrition education.

• Mobile Markets: City Harvest operated 
Mobile Markets that distributed free 
produce at twice-monthly events near 
public housing sites with large numbers 
of senior citizens and families who 
struggle to make ends meet. 

• School Food: Some grantees provided 
programs in public schools, which are a 
key part of the food environment for 
children, especially those who are from 
families that qualify for free school meals.

• Healthy Retail: City Harvest’s Healthy 
Retail program partnered with corner 
stores and independent supermarkets in 
targeted neighborhoods to increase the 
stores’ range of healthy products and to 
provide technical assistance to store 
owners and staff to upgrade displays, 
signage and storage. They also held 
in-store workshops, demonstrations, 
promotional events and shopping tours 
focusing on eating healthy foods on a 
limited budget.

• Network-building: The Illumination 
Fund supported the Healthy Food Retail 
Action Network, a New York City-based 
alliance that brings together healthy food 
retail practitioners, non-profit organiza-
tions, advocates, academic institutions, 
business representatives and policymak-
ers to share best practices and tools.

SUBSIDIZING OR INCENTIVIZING
HEALTHY FOOD
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Key Strategies for the Illumination Fund’s
place-based healthy food grantees

Partnerships

In place-based initiatives, individual organizations 

have expertise in particular types of programs but not 

others, so they are heavily reliant on collaborations – 

both within the community and with citywide special-

ists. For example, with Communities for Healthy Food, 

LISC knew its expertise lay in areas such as affordable 

housing, community organizing and economic devel-

opment, but they had never worked on food and nutri-

tion. So, before developing its Communities for Healthy 

Food initiative, LISC conducted a landscape review 

and interviewed organizations, academics and policy-

makers throughout the City to identify evidence-based 

practices that could be adapted and organizations 

that could help design or implement programs. They 

invited those organizations to participate by delivering 

programs in partnership with the community develop-

ment organizations.

Inversely, City Harvest’s expertise was in emergency 

food, not place-based programs. Historically, its core 

work was rescuing surplus food and supplying it to 

food pantries and soup kitchens across the City, and 

its primary relationships were with the individual 

organizations running those pantries and kitchens. So, 

when City Harvest created the Healthy Neighborhood 

Initiative, it reached out to engage neighborhood-based 

groups and stakeholders as collaborators and advocates.

Resident Engagement and Leadership

Resident engagement is an integral strategy for the 

development, adoption and success of place-based 

healthy food initiatives. Those most affected by 

unhealthy and unjust food systems are also the  

people who serve as the most effective agents of 

change, encouraging neighbors, family members,  

and peers to make better food choices. Together, 

residents can change their community and rewrite 

the neighborhood’s identity. Long-time community 

members possess deep understanding of their neigh-

borhood’s defining characteristics, strengths and 

challenges, and are best suited to identify the re- 

sources they need to build a healthier, more equitable 

and sustainable community.

Healthy Food & Community Change grantees worked 

diligently to mobilize community leaders – and acti-

vate new ones – to foster healthy food environments 

in underserved neighborhoods. For example, the East 

Harlem Youth Food Educators (YOFE) Program was 

created by staff at the CUNY Urban Food Policy Insti-

tute to engage young people as leaders in East Harlem. 

The YOFE members, ages 13-18, learn to analyze and 

counter advertising on unhealthy foods and conduct 

"countermarketing" campaigns to their peers, families 

and neighbors in the community.

The Healthy Food & Community Change Initiative 

sought to shift the narrative away from blaming people 

living below the poverty line for health problems and 

food insecurity to instead examine the larger inequities 

in food environments. The conversation is now much 

broader and includes analysis of harmful food systems 

in underserved communities, the lack of healthy food 

supply chains, the historic disempowerment of low-in-

come people and the dearth of living-wage jobs.
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Organizational Integration

Place-based organizations participating in the Illumi-

nation Fund’s initiatives sought to integrate healthy 

food strategies throughout the organization. For 

example, several of the organizations ran Head Start 

programs, education programs, job training programs, 

senior centers, after-school programs and other 

services, and they engaged their staff to incorporate 

healthy food into those programs.

Cross-site Learning

All three of the organizations funded for their place-

based initiatives had a primary partner or a staff 

person based in each community. The grantees period-

ically brought the staff from those programs together 

for joint sessions to learn new skills, share findings, 

solve problems and create a “learning community.” 

The Illumination Fund also brought the organizations 

together for several convenings.

« [The] food access initiatives engage 
community residents at every step of 
the way, using their input and labor 
for planning, evaluation, outreach, 
and activity implementation, as well 
as ongoing support through monthly 
advisory groups. » 

Queens Community House

Community Building

Grantees in the Healthy Food & Community Change 

initiative emphasized that healthy food is about more 

than nutrition. It serves as a valuable tool in bringing 

together family members across generations, mobi-

lizing residents and inspiring action to strengthen 

a community and reinforce its vitality. Many neigh-

borhood-based organizations, such as community 

development corporations and settlement houses, have 

expertise in community building even if they have not 

historically offered food programs; in fact, these orga-

nizations can be powerful partners in mobilizing their 

communities to create positive food environments.

Although community-based alternative food retail 

or “community-constructed food systems” such as 

farmers markets and urban agriculture are a small 

portion of the food landscape, they can be a productive 

strategy for private funders seeking to create change. 

Empowering populations most impacted by harmful 

food systems to lead the charge is an effective strategy, 

because no one has a better understanding of their own 

communities’ strengths and needs. These community 

food options offer residents greater opportunity for 

self-determination and engagement.
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| New Settlement Apartments (Photo: Reeve Jolliffe)
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LISC NYC

Theme 1 › Place-Based › Case Studies              

What Makes a Healthy 
Neighborhood?

Access to healthy food is a key ingredient for 

a healthy neighborhood, but other factors 

include socioeconomic status, neighborhood 

conditions, education, employment, and 

social supports, as well 

as access to health care.

In 2013, the Illumination Fund joined 

with Local Initiatives Support Corporation 

NYC (LISC NYC), a leader in comprehen-

sive community development, to integrate 

healthy food strategies in all activities of 

five LISC-affiliated community development 

corporations. 

Community development corporations, 

or CDCs, are a type of community-based 

nonprofit organization designed to combat 

poverty and foster revitalization in inner 

city neighborhoods and in rural communi-

ties. Local Initiatives Support Corporation 

(LISC) is an intermediary organization 

created by the Ford Foundation to weave 

together, finance and catalyze these 

community revitalization organizations. 

LISC currently has 31 local offices around 

the country – in urban and rural communi-

ties – working with local groups to identify 

priorities and challenges to deliver the best 

support on the ground.

Historically, the core emphasis of CDCs was 

to develop brick and mortar resources – 

principally affordable housing – and create 

economic opportunity. In more recent years, 

LISC and its partner CDCs have expanded 

their focus to address educational, health 

and social impediments to community 

success. That broader strategy sparked 

involvement in food businesses and initia-

Communities for Healthy Food

« The [initiative] 
continues to inform 
LISC's national 
programming to 
move away from 
single-purpose 
transactions towards 
comprehensive 
investments that 
consider the 
community as a whole 
and address multiple 
aspects of health at 
the same time. »

Sam Marks,
Executive Director
LISC NYC

| L to R: Sam Marks. LISC NYC; Donald C. Notice, West Harlem Group Assistance; Laurie M. Tisch, Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund; Colleen Flynn, LISC NYC; June 
Andrews-Henderson, West Harlem Group Assistance; Chef Marcus Samuelsson; Dennis Derryck, Corbin Hill Food Project (Photo: Reeve Jolliffe)



35Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund

tives. For example, community development organi-

zations around the country were among the country’s 

first nonprofit organizations to finance supermarkets 

in low-income neighborhoods, recognizing that 

investing in neighborhood food environments is a 

valuable strategy to simultaneously increase access to 

healthy food, strengthen the local economy, and build 

a “sense of place” in communities that have suffered 

decades of disinvestment and physical deterioration.

Food as a Community 
Development Strategy

In New York City, LISC began to see community devel-

opment corporations engage in a broader array of 

healthy food projects, but the activities were often ad 

hoc, fragmented, or insufficiently funded to sustain. 

In 2012, when the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination 

Fund was developing its Healthy Food & Community 

Change initiative, it approached LISC NYC to identify 

current programs and explore interest in building 

upon them in a targeted way across a network of 

CDCs. LISC NYC and the Illumination Fund hosted a 

LISC NYC roundtable of CDCs conducting community 

food projects at which the CDCs explained that a more 

concerted, multi-component strategy that embedded 

healthy food into their mission would have greater 

impact. The challenges included resources, staff time, 

coordination and expertise. That inspired LISC NYC 

to create Communities for Healthy Food, a collab-

orative place-based response to the interconnected 

problems of diet-related disease, poverty, and hunger 

affecting low-income households. Four CDCs decided 

to join LISC NYC as partners:

•• Cypress Hills Local Development Corporation 

(CHLDC) in Cypress Hills, Brooklyn 
 

•• Northeast Brooklyn Housing Development 

Corporation (NEBHDCo) in Bedford 

Stuyvesant, Brooklyn 

•• New Settlement Apartments (NSA) in Mt. Eden 

in the Bronx 

•• West Harlem Group Assistance (WHGA) 

in Manhattan

| Pitkin Verde Farmers Market, LISC NYC and Cypress Hills Local Development 
Corporation (photo: Reeve Jolliffe)



36

Assessing Community 
Needs and Assets

The first stage in the development of Communities 

for Healthy Food was to conduct community needs 

assessments. LISC NYC worked with the community 

development corporations to conduct extensive anal-

ysis of community needs and community assets; the 

“assets” part of the picture was essential, since each 

neighborhood had different strengths and gaps, and it 

was important for LISC and the CDCs to identify which 

other community organizations had common interests 

and were potential partners, which activities would be 

redundant with what already existed, and what exter-

nal resources and expertise were needed.

The CDCs also took an inventory of their own assets. 

For example, some of the CDCs owned property for resi-

dential, commercial and community uses, as well as 

open space. They decided to use these real estate assets 

to embed and connect multiple food programs, making 

them more accessible to residents and concentrating 

their purpose. 

For example, one of NEBHDCo's assets was a vacant 

building adjacent to one of its affordable housing build-

ings. This provided an opportunity to redevelop the 

building into a custom-built food pantry and 

community food hub.

Based on the community needs assessments, LISC and 

its CDC partners created a strategy consisting of six 

principal goals:

•• Increasing the availability of high-quality, 

affordable, and nutritious foods; 

•• Creating new or improved healthy food outlets 

and venues; 

•• Educating residents, staff, and community 

service-providers on nutrition and healthy 

food preparation; 

•• Connecting unemployed or underemployed individ-

uals to job trainings and employment that will make 

healthy food more affordable and available; 

•• Providing support services to residents such as 

health screenings, enrollment nutrition assistance 

programs, and food budgeting help; and 

•• Implementing a comprehensive neighborhood 

outreach and awareness campaign.

Theme 1 › Place-Based › Case Studies              

Health Needs &
Demographics

Asset
Mapping

Community
Engagement &

Input

Analyze 
Opportunities, Gaps 

and Challenges

Source: Adapted from LISC NYC, Communities for Healthy Food Toolkit

Developing a Community Needs Assessment,  
to guide program selection, strategies and partnerships

10
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Driving Change at Multiple Levels

Communities for Healthy Food is based on an under-

standing that healthy eating is a function of a complex 

combination of individual consumer choices, house-

hold economic status, and surrounding environments 

and systems, driving the need for change on all levels—

from the individual to the larger community. There is 

no single cause, and no single solution.

Over four years, Communities for Healthy Food 

reached tens of thousands of community residents, 

most of whom are low-income and Black or Latinx—the 

populations at highest risk of diet-related diseases.

Inspired by the successes of the LISC cohort, Banana 

Kelly Community Improvement Association (Banana 

Kelly) in Hunts Point in the Bronx joined the initia-

tive in 2016 as LISC’s fifth partner. Banana Kelly had 

been an innovator in food initiatives for several years, 

but joining Communities for Healthy Food enabled 

Banana Kelly to expand existing programs, identify 

new models and integrate programs across the organi-

zation’s sites throughout the neighborhood.

According to Colleen Flynn, who launched the initiative 

at LISC NYC, “Food access and food justice are hitting 

on all the ongoing issues in these neighborhoods.” 

| LISC NYC and New Settlement (photo: Reeve Jolliffe)
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Examples of program activities 

Healthy Food Access

Created new, affordable healthy food access 
options, including farmers markets, community 
gardens and retail outlets

•• Cypress Hills Local Development Corporation’s 

Pitkin Verde Farmers Market is located in front of the 

East New York Diagnostic and Treatment Center, a 

New York City Health + Hospitals facility, making it 

easy for community residents to access. They offer 

cooking demonstrations to increase knowledge and 

access to healthy new recipes and cooking methods. 

•• In 2017, Banana Kelly helped develop and sustain 

four neighborhood community gardens, growing 

produce and hosting urban agriculture workshops for 

community members. 

•• CHLDC is developing and constructing Pitkin-Ber-

riman Apartments, a mixed-use affordable housing 

building which will include a healthy retail outlet. 

•• In 2017, CHLDC’s Youthmarket was the second high-

est grossing youth market in the city, selling 24,439 

pounds of produce, resulting in sales of $38,515. 

•• New Settlement Apartments launched a new farm 

stand employing Youth Leaders. 

Launched subsidized farm share and communi-
ty-supported agriculture (CSA) programs that 
accept SNAP benefits

•• NSA (NSA) has a weekly, affordable farm share 

program through Corbin Hill Food Project and 

provides cooking demonstrations at the New Settle-

ment Community Center.

Improved healthy food options at existing 
neighborhood stores 

•• Northeast Brooklyn Housing Development 

Corporation partners with City Harvest and a 

NEBHDCo-owned local bodega, Green Apple Organic 

Grocery, to increase the variety of fruits and vegeta-

bles offered, along with cooking demonstrations. 

•• NSA partnered with a City Harvest Healthy Neigh-

borhood retail partner to do a "makeover" of the 

produce department in a local store.

Developed “client-choice” food pantries where 
participants can select their own items 

•• NEBHDCo built the Golden Harvest Choice Food 

Pantry, a two-story community food hub that 

includes the pantry, a backyard food garden, a 

demonstration kitchen, event and meeting space, 

and benefits enrollment offices. 

•• Banana Kelly partnered with New York Common 

Pantry to open a client-choice food pantry in an 

affordable housing building that it owns in the South 

Bronx. The pantry has 3,155 registered individuals, 

providing them with not only healthy food, 

but resources on SNAP, health insurance, and 

other benefits. 

•• West Harlem Group Assistance created a client-

choice Community Healthy Food Hub pantry to 

provide wraparound services including cooking 

demonstrations, nutrition education, and public 

assistance pre-screening through the year. From 2016 

to 2017, WHGA doubled the number of clients served.

Knowledge Sharing and Skill-Building

Hosted cooking/nutrition education workshops 

•• NEBHDCo delivers culinary workshops to increase 

healthy food skills and gardening workshops to 

increase knowledge of food growing techniques 

in the backyard of their senior affordable 

housing building.

Theme 1 › Place-Based › Case Studies              



of food distributed through food pantries, 
gardens, and farmers markets.

pre-screened, referred
or enrolled in SNAP.

engaged through one-on-one 
neighborhood outreach

farmers markets, farm shares, 
gardens and healthy bodegas
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Economic Opportunities for
Community Residents

Provided job training, jobs and income

•• CHLDC offers food employment and food handling 

training to youth, placing them in local restaurants 

or referring them to CUNY’s advanced culinary 

training. All participants receive a thorough assess-

ment and career plan as well as case management, 

placement assistance, and access to mentoring from 

a professional in their field. 

•• NEBHDCo trains and employs Community Chefs 

who lead cooking demonstrations, cater events and 

hold culinary classes.

 
Advocacy and Community
Leadership Development

Offered food justice education and community 
organizing for teens

•• NEBHDCo created a year-round, paid, tiered youth 

leadership program for teens interested in food justice.  

•• In 2017, NSA began a new leadership group called 

Stirring Up Community Change, holding meetings 

for community members on wellness and the history 

of divestment in the Bronx that led to reduced 

healthy food access. 

•• Banana Kelly engages high school students in a Food 

Justice Leadership Group. Students plant, tend and 

harvest the community gardens and operate a free 

farmers market for residents. Through neighborhood 

tours, students learn more about their local food 

environment, analyzing food inequities and consid-

ering ways to create a healthier landscape.

Notable Accomplishments 2014–2017

11

Food Distributed

SNAP

Outreach

Healthy Food Access
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Evaluation

The City University of New York (CUNY) Urban Food 

Policy Institute worked with LISC NYC and the five 

CDCs to conduct a rigorous evaluation to assess 

changes in individuals, organizations, and neighbor-

hoods. Together, they developed a “theory of change” 

as a framework for designing programs and evaluating 

impact. The model identified what actions could be 

undertaken that would create short-term improve-

ments that would lead to long-term change, ultimately 

contributing to community health and development. 

The evaluators collected data through household 

surveys, observations of program and activities, focus 

groups with residents and CDC staff, and assessments 

of the food environments in target neighborhoods. 

•• Between the program’s start (in 2014) and 2017, the 

proportion of residents who “always or most of the 

time” used knowledge on food pricing, meal plan-

ning, and nutrition labels rose by on average 9%, an 

increase of about 15%. The portion of residents who 

frequently chose convenience food stayed about 

the same at 25% of the respondents. Overall, the 

percentage of respondents who always or frequently 

used food knowledge in desirable ways on these 

combined four items doubled, from 24% in 2014 to 

49% in 2017. This finding suggests that more people 

in the participating communities used food knowl-

edge appropriately to make food choices in 2017 

than in 2014. 

•• The frequency of healthy food behaviors increased 

in four of the five categories assessed. The average 

rise in the proportion of respondents reporting that 

they practiced these behaviors always or most of the 

time for these four behaviors was about 9%, which 

represents a mean increase of 14% increase from 

the 2014 levels. One behavior remained stable over 

the interval: the number of times the respondent 

reporting eating leafy green vegetables in the last 

three days, which did not change between 2014 and 

2017. This finding is leading toward more concerted 

strategies to move that needle.

In 2017 compared to 2014, residents 
were more likely to report: 
 
•	 Higher levels of participation in food 

activities such as healthy food or nutrition 

classes, community-supported agriculture 

(CSA) or farm shares and farmers’ markets 

in their own and other neighborhoods;

•	 Comparing prices before buying food, 

planning meals ahead and shopping with 

a grocery list, and using nutrition facts on 

food labels to make food choices;

•	 Positive feelings about their local food 

environment;

•	 Eating home cooked meals more 

frequently and preparing meals at home 

that are healthy (defined as following the 

United States Department of Agriculture 

MyPlate guidelines);

•	 Eating fruit most days of the week; 

however, residents reported no or only 

modest increase in eating vegetables most 

days of the week;

•	 Less consumption of soda and fast food in 

the past month.

Theme 1 › Place-Based › Case Studies              

Source: Evaluation by the CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute, 2018
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•	 Healthy food has been integrated into many 

CDC activities;

•	 Residents have become more aware of CDC 

food initiatives;

•	 Core groups of regular volunteers in food 

initiatives have emerged;

•	 Young people are more engaged in CDC 

and food activities;

•	 CDCs are better known in community for 

food and healthy eating initiatives;

•	 More residents are engaged in CDC 

activities;

•	 CDCs have become a forum for discussion 

of affordability.

« CDCs take a holistic look at a neighbor-
hood and provide strategic interventions 
to address a range of issues. Since food 
spans many areas of concern—health, 
economic development, youth develop-
ment, civic engagement, leadership devel-
opment, anti-racist work—Communities for 
Healthy Food (CfHF) has been an oppor-
tunity for communities to tackle intercon-
nected issues through the lens of good 
food (food that is healthy, sustainable, fair, 
and affordable). Quite simply, CfHF is inte-
grating food into long-range community 
development efforts. » 

LISC NYC’s 
Communities for Healthy Food Toolkit

What's Next

LISC NYC’s initiative was designed to wrap up in 2017. 

However, LISC assisted each of the five community 

development corporations to create an infrastructure 

and attract funding to sustain their programs. For 

example, in order to obtain funding from the City, LISC 

trained CDC staff in advocacy skills, and the staff and 

residents testified at New York City Council budget 

hearings. As a result, the City Council decided to 

support ongoing programs at each of the partner CDCs. 

To date, the City Council has provided $2 million in 

support directly to the CDCs, and all five of the CDCs 

are continuing their programs.

The success of this initiative across neighborhoods 

shows that it can be replicated, making support for 

expansion appealing to policymakers. LISC created 

the Communities for Healthy Food Toolkit: A Practical 

Guide for Integrating Healthy Food Access and Social 

Justice into Community Development for other commu-

nity-based organizations and CDCs nationwide that 

want to create healthy food interventions in their 

own neighborhoods.

LISC NYC reports that Communities for Healthy 

Food has been transformational for its own mission. 

Through the initiative, LISC NYC has recognized its 

new role in advancing community health and helping 

residents lead healthier lives, and it forged a partner-

ship with the NYC Department of Health to address the 

connections between social determinants of health, 

housing and community development. 

Beyond New York City, LISC’s national office launched 

a major new focus on the social determinants of health 

– to “upend health disparities through tailored invest-

ments in communities, and designing a plan to assess 

the health outcomes of our broad work in economic 

development, housing, safety and financial stability.” 

Using learnings from Communities for Healthy Food, 

LISC NYC has been a key part of the development of 

LISC’s national strategy.

 

Source: Evaluation by the CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute, 2018
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| Intergenerational cooking class at SCAN NY
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United Neighborhood Houses

United Neighborhood Houses (UNH) is a 

membership organization composed of 

multi-service, multi-generational organi-

zations historically known as settlement 

houses. Many of UNH’s member organi-

zations are located within or near public 

housing developments, so in 2014 UNH 

created a four-year initiative with the 

Illumination Fund to engage public hous-

ing residents to take the lead in improving 

their local food environments.

UNH’s membership makes up one of the 

largest human service systems in New 

York City, with 39 independent nonprofit 

organizations working at more than 650 

sites to provide high quality services and 

activities to 750,000 New Yorkers each 

year. As neighborhood anchor institutions, 

settlement houses are effective partners 

in addressing local food environments 

and helping people access healthy food. 

UNH supports its members through policy 

development, advocacy, capacity-building 

activities and joint initiatives.

With the Illumination Fund’s support, 

UNH created Building Healthy NYCHA 

Communities Through Food to help 

member organizations develop programs 

to increase resident leadership and 

engagement in initiatives focused on fresh 

healthy food. With a one-year planning 

grant, the settlement houses invited resi-

dents to participate in a planning process 

to identify their own priorities and needs, 

with the goal of changing their and their 

neighbors’ behaviors in buying, preparing, 

and eating healthy food.

« This work created 
real change in 
participants and  
staff in how they 
interacted with food.»

Terry Kaelber,  
Director of Community 
Engagement Projects
United Neighborhood 
Houses
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Food proved to be an effective means of bringing 

people together and inspiring community leadership. 

NYCHA residents were involved from the beginning in 

developing programs, which created buy-in and resi-

dent ownership of new initiatives.

Through a competitive RFP process, UNH selected 

four partner organizations to design and implement 

this work:

•• Jacob A Riis Neighborhood Settlement House 

(located in NYCHA’s Queensbridge Houses in  

Astoria/Long Island City)

•• Queens Community House 

(in NYCHA’s Pomonok Houses in Flushing)

•• SCAN NY  

(at NYCHA’s Lehman Houses, East River House, 

King Towers, and Wagner Houses in East Harlem)

•• United Community Centers 

(at NYCHA’s Pink Houses in East New York)

Some of the most successful initiatives created by the 

partner organizations include resident-operated farm-

ers markets, food pantries that stock fresh produce, 

community cooking classes named “Cooking and Eating 

Together,” youth engagement and intergenerational 

programs, and healthy meals at senior centers. Launch-

ing these programs allowed settlement houses to engage 

with their residents in new and meaningful ways.

Queens Community House (QCH) has imple-

mented a multi-faceted Healthy Eating and Food 

Access Program at their Pomonok Center. The program 

has become a major focus at the Center and has 

inspired the development of an overall strategic and 

holistic approach to address the needs of individu-

als, families, and the entire community. Some core 

programs include:

•• Cooking and Eating Together workshops 

and meals 

•• Pomonok Community Food Garden

•• Community-Run Farmers Market

•• Community-Run Food Pantry

•• Youth Food Justice Leadership Program

•• Resident Leadership Opportunities

Number of Housing Developments

Total Resident Population

Resident Population per Borough

Program Scope

12

« I am more aware of how little choices 
we have in the community for healthy 
food, and I am glad that I get to show 
adults and kids in the community 
different ways to prepare certain fruits 
and vegetables. » 

Participant
SCAN-NY’s Youth Training and Leadership Program

Manhattan

Queens

Brooklyn
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Jacob A. Riis Neighborhood Settlement House 
(which is located in Queensbridge houses, the largest 

public housing development in North America), is 

working to educate residents of Queensbridge Houses 

about the health benefits of fresh produce and how to 

prepare healthy meals that are affordable and deli-

cious. With a focus on intergenerational community 

living, parents and grandparents learn new healthier 

snack options for children, and a group of seniors  

who call themselves the Queensbridge Grassroots 

Group meets weekly to discuss the food programs  

and opportunities in their community. Some core 

programs include: 

•• Intergenerational Cooking and Eating Together

•• Workshops and Communal Meals

•• Community Leaders

•• Supermarket Advocacy Initiative 

•• Educational food demonstrations 

SCAN NY is facilitating the creation of a healthier 

food environment and culture within NCYHA facilities. 

The program began at Lehman Village in East Harlem, 

and expanded to three additional SCAN sites in NYCHA 

cornerstone programs: East River House, King Towers, 

and Wagner Houses. Some core programs include:

•• Pop-Up Healthy Food Café

•• Kelley’s Kitchen Collective

•• Intergenerational Hands-on Cooking Labs for families

•• Youth Training and Leadership Program 

United Community Centers is implementing 

their healthy food initiatives at Pink Houses Commu-

nity Farm in East New York, Brooklyn. The program 

engages residents of all ages to tend to the farm and 

grow and harvest their own produce, allowing residents 

to be involved in all stages of healthy food, from the 

garden to their plates. Some core programs include:

•• Pink Houses Young Gardeners Program

•• Weekly Saturday produce distribution

•• Community workshops and events

•• Pink Houses Harvest Festival

•• Farm Committee meetings 

Evaluation

In partnership with CUNY School of Public Health’s 

Urban Food Policy Institute, UNH evaluated the

 impact of each member organization’s programs. 

The evaluation focused on qualitative outcomes 

regarding resident engagement, partnership develop-

ment and participation. 

Key learnings from this initiative reinforce the impor-

tance of resident leaders who partner with local 

community-based organizations to create lasting 

change. Through this initiative, healthy food is now

a priority issue in each partner settlement house.

Using the learnings from the evaluation, UNH is 

creating toolkits so that successful initiatives can be 

adapted by other UNH members citywide. UNH is 

examining how to embed new health and wellness 

programs into the ongoing work of settlement houses 

and how to empower residents to take ownership of 

their own food environments.

Terry Kaelber, UNH’s Director of Community Engage-

ment Projects, says they are “committed to bringing 

these practices to other settlement houses in NYCHA 

developments across New York.” In the future, UNH 

wants to build a learning community for stakeholders 

who are working to improve healthy food access and 

use, including other NYCHA developments, funders 

and policymakers, using findings from this initiative to 

bring residents together, build and strengthen commu-

nity and create change.



| Photo: Sven Scheuermeier
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City Harvest

City Harvest pioneered the “food rescue” 

model in 1982 – delivering surplus food 

from restaurants and other businesses to 

food pantries and soup kitchens through-

out New York City. Thirty years later, City 

Harvest launched an ambitious new strat-

egy, the Healthy Neighborhoods Initia-
tive, to take a geographically targeted, 

integrated approach to focus on five high-

need neighborhoods – one in each borough 

– and to meet a range of food needs, from 

emergency food to retail. While continuing 

to distribute food to some 600 pantries, 

shelters, senior centers and Head Start 

programs throughout the City, the concept 

behind the Healthy Neighborhoods Initia-

tive was to go deep in a limited number of 

neighborhoods rather than wide.

One year into the creation of the Healthy 

Neighborhoods Initiative, City Harvest 

engaged the Illumination Fund to increase 

the scope and scale of the program.

Community Food Assessments

Before launching the Healthy Neigh-

borhoods Initiative (HNI), City Harvest 

conducted “community food assessments” 

and designed a multicomponent strategy 

for each of the five targeted neighborhoods: 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn; Northwest 

Queens; Washington Heights/Inwood, 

Manhattan; the South Bronx; and the North 

Shore of Staten Island. The data show that 

in these neighborhoods, residents may be 

twice as likely to face hunger, poverty and 

diet-related illness 

« Not all New York 
City neighborhoods 
are equal. The 
city’s poorest 
neighborhoods also 
have the highest 
rates of hunger and 
diet-related diseases, 
and are often places 
where it's difficult 
to find healthy, 
affordable food. »

Jilly Stephens, CEO
City Harvest

| Ligea Alexander from City Harvest (photo: Ben Hider Photography)

Healthy Neighborhoods



| City Harvest Fruit Bowl program
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as those in more affluent areas. Access to healthy, 

affordable food is often limited. Therefore, City Harvest 

designed Healthy Neighborhoods to focus both on 

immediate food needs as well as long-term solutions 

for food security in a local community.

The Healthy Neighborhoods Model

Targeted Outcome 1: Relief of food insecurity

•• Provide nutrient-dense food and fresh produce 

to food pantries and soup kitchens that lack the 

resources they need to serve the community; and 

operate Mobile Markets, which create farmers 

market-like settings where community members 

receive fresh produce for free and participate in 

cooking demonstrations to learn how to use the 

ingredients available that day;

Targeted Outcome 2: Positive changes to 
knowledge, awareness, and behavior related to 
shopping, cooking, and eating

•• Provide nutrition education programs to thousands 

of residents, ranging from one-time workshops to 

multi-week courses;

Targeted Outcome 3: Improved access to 
affordable, healthy food

•• Partner with supermarkets and corner stores across 

neighborhoods to provide training and materials to 

enhance sales of healthy foods; 

Targeted Outcome 4: Increased 
community capacity 

•• Convene residents, community partners and busi-

ness owners as Community Action Networks to 

discuss ways to address the local food landscape.

Evaluation

The results have been impressive – both in scale and 

in impact. For example, from HNI’s start in 2012, the 

number of Mobile Market sites, Mobile Market days, 

and clients receiving fresh produce at the markets has 

tripled, and third-party evaluations have demonstrated 

significant changes among participants.

City Harvest reports that although these results are 

very positive, lasting behavioral change is challeng-

ing when residents are on a very tight budget due to 

limited incomes. With the conclusion of the 5-year HNI 

plan, City Harvest embarked on a new strategic plan-

ning process, and in 2018 is rolling out enhancements 

and modifications designed to increase long-term 

impact. City Harvest is reimagining its healthy food 

strategy—a strategy that is now influencing the entire 

organization’s approach to improving access to healthy 

food and achieving food security. 
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What’s Next?

An additional grant from the Illumination Fund in 

2018 has helped City Harvest assess and advance its 

strategies through the lens of community-level change 

and sustainability. That means:

•• More partnerships with organizations addressing 

community needs beyond food;

•• More flexibility in targeting neighborhoods based 

on criteria, analysis of gaps in food availability, 

partnership opportunities, and potential for impact;

•• A strategic shift from nutrition education focused on 

knowledge and behavior change (shopping, cooking 

& eating differently) to programs focused on increas-

ing individual capacity for food security (desire; 

self-efficacy; time; choice; purchasing power; and 

nutrition, culinary, and food knowledge and skills);

•• Increasing partnerships with community-identified 

retail partners surrounding other program sites or 

where food insecure New Yorkers shop;

•• Investment in sites willing to commit to a depth of 

work rather than one-off activities, as a means to 

increase partner capacity;

•• New programs such as Hub supermarket and retail 

incentive efforts; and

•• Youth Action Networks.

City Harvest is also a partner in the Food Assistance 

Collaborative, created by the Leona M. and Harry B. 

Helmsley Charitable Trust and led by the Mayor’s 

Office of Food Policy with United Way and City and 

State agencies to increase coordination throughout the 

emergency food system, build efficiencies, increase 

client satisfaction and increase the capacity and food 

supply of in specific neighborhoods where data show 

the greatest unmet needs.

The demand for emergency food has reached new highs 

in New York as wages have failed to keep pace with the 

rising cost of living. As City Harvest looks ahead, it will 

continue to serve the immediate needs of the hungry, 

develop long-term solutions to build sustainable food 

security, and create vibrant partnerships with commu-

nities to improve access to healthy foods.

•	 Mobile Markets relieve food insecurity

•	 Nutrition Education programs positively 

influence healthy habits 

•	 City Harvest’s retail work is translating into 

increased produce sales 

•	 Community members are engaging in the 

fight for healthy food access

« We’ve seen significant impact, and 
there are metrics attached to that, 
but it’s often not realistic to say that a 
single program “caused” a change in 
behavior or the food environment, nor 
certainly in health outcomes. We’re not 
always looking to attribute change to a 
particular program, but it’s important to 
accept contribution as a good impact.» 

Jennifer McLean, CEO
City Harvest



City Harvest dramatically increased the reach of program components and demonstrated impact
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PROGRAM
GROWTH

EXAMPLES OF
PROGRAM IMPACT*

Residents report Mobile Market
participation is critical to their 
food security. 

87% of those surveyed reported that 
accessing Mobile Market distributions is 
very impor tant in both obtaining fresh 
produce and getting enough to eat. 

25% of clients repor ted that the Mobile 
Market produce they received made up 
almost all of the fruits and vegetables used 
in the household , while another 34% 
reported is made up most of the fruits and 
vegetables they used in the household.  

Cooking demonstrations empower 
healthy eating habits beyond the 
Mobile Market environment. 

86% of cooking demonstration participants 
said that tasting food at the market encour-
aged them to prepare produce at home, 
and more than half reported purchasing 
more fresh produce when grocery shopping.

1.

1.

2.

Healthy Retail partnerships 
strengthen local businesses as 
well as the local food landscape.

88% of corner store owners reported 
increasing the variety of produce (mainly fresh 
vegetables) they offered since participating in 
City Harvest's Healthy Retail program. 

Data indicate that clients are respondin g 
well to these food landscape changes — 
among corner stores who shared regular 
sales data, sales of fresh produce rose 6.7% 
over one year, and 26% over three years.

1.

2.
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* Highlights of evaluation by Comprehensive Research and Evaluation Services (CRES) and Dr. Carolyn Dimitri (New York University) and 

Lydia Oberholtzer (Pennsylvania State University), 2017

Clients Served at 
Mobile Markets

Stores Participating in Healthy 
Retail Program 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

4

38

46

67

84
89

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

10,000

14,400

19,800

22,900

24,700

30,000
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Theme 2: Food as a Strategy
to Provide Job Opportunities

Food insecurity is due in large part to community-level 

poverty and affordability of food. The problem is one of 

limited resources, not just lack of access. Low-income 

families are often willing to travel to purchase healthy 

food at affordable prices, but still may not have the 

resources to buy the food they need.

Investments in neighborhood food systems encourage 

entrepreneurship and create local jobs, which helps 

communities tackle both access and affordability. 

These investments can have a multiplier effect on jobs 

and opportunity. By providing additional avenues for 

food access, funding that supports workforce develop-

ment efforts can build the infrastructure required to 

grow, prepare, distribute and sell healthy food. Grants 

in this area increase opportunity for local residents to 

join the healthy food economy, gain new skills, start 

new businesses, find meaningful work and be part of 

solutions to food insecurity.

Organizations supported by the Illumination Fund had 

diverse goals and strategies to link food and economic 

opportunity, including entrepreneurship, development 

of supplementary income, workforce training and 

higher education.

Entrepreneurship

The New York City Green Cart Initiative, the precur-

sor to Healthy Food & Community Change, created 

hundreds of new jobs for small-scale entrepreneurs 

while increasing access to healthy food in targeted 

neighborhoods. The vast majority of the Green Cart 

vendors are immigrants who use street vending as a 

way to gain a foothold in the economy. Many continue 

as vendors, while others gain sales, customer inter-

action and procurement skills that help them obtain 

other jobs or start other businesses.

Supplementary Income

NEBHDCo, one of the LISC NYC partners, created a 

“Community Chef” training program in partnership 

with the nonprofit organization, Just Food. Commu-

nity Chefs are local residents who are trained to lead 

cooking demonstrations, cater events and conduct 

culinary classes; some have launched their own cater-

ing businesses. In 2017, NEBHDCo worked with twenty 

Community Chefs who had a total of more than 140 

work opportunities directly or through referrals.

Workforce Training

Green City Force, a core organization in the Farms at 

NYCHA initiative, provides workforce training and 

leadership development for residents of public housing, 

ages 18 to 24, through an AmeriCorps public service 

model. The training focuses on environmentally-linked 

skills for jobs in the “Green Economy.” Green City 
Force’s Urban Farm Corps members gain skills and 

receive additional training to launch their careers and 

become community leaders. Since the program began, 

118 NYCHA residents have been Urban Farm Corps 

members; of the most recent cohort of Corps graduates, 

96% were in jobs or college within one month.

The Illumination Fund was also the first foundation 

supporter of the Brownsville Community Culinary 
Center (BCCC), a program of the Melting Pot Founda-

tion. BCCC prepares Brownsville and Central Brooklyn 

residents for careers in the culinary industry through 

a 10-month stipend-paid training program and then 
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helps graduates obtain internships and jobs. The 

participants are exposed to a diversity of career oppor-

tunities through visits to businesses, guest speakers, 

field trips and placements. A café is also onsite – the 

neighborhood’s first sit-down restaurant in 50 years.

Hot Bread Kitchen’s Bakers in Training program 

provides low-income women – many of whom are 

immigrants – with paid, on-the-job bakery training 

at the organization’s commercial bakery, along with 

adult basic education, to prepare them for management 

track careers in the food production industry. One of 

Hot Bread Kitchen’s other core initiative is HBK Incu-

bates, which helps women start and grow artisanal and 

ethnic food businesses. 

Drive Change uses the food industry as a tool to 

broaden opportunities for young adults returning 

home from jail and raise awareness about injustice 

inside of the criminal justice system. The organization 

runs a 10-month paid-fellowship for returning citi-

zens and curates justice-driven food events with Drive 

Change’s food truck.

Higher Education for Food Careers

Hostos Community College’s Food Studies 
Program equips students for jobs in the broad and 

growing food sector or to continue to 4-year colleges. 

Through intensive skills training and substantive 

internships, Hostos is preparing students to be-

come dietetic technicians, nutrition and health 

educators, technicians, entrepreneurs, food policy 

advocates, food-related business owners, and drivers 

of sustainable food and health-related enterprises in 

their local communities.

| Brownsville Community Culinary Center, Melting Pot Foundation USA
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Farms at NYCHA

The New York City Mayor’s Office of Stra-

tegic Partnerships created the Building 
Healthy Communities initiative as a 

public-private partnership to expand efforts 

to address health disparities in low-income 

neighborhoods. Building Healthy Commu-

nities is focused on three main goals: 

increasing access to healthy food, increas-

ing opportunities for physical activity and 

promoting public safety. 

Farms at NYCHA is one of Building 

Healthy Communities’ flagship compo-

nents. The City identified five NYC Hous-

ing Authority (NYCHA) public housing 

developments that had available space, and 

established a plan to build urban farms in 

those locations. The model was based on 

a pilot farm created in 2013 by Green City 

Force, an AmeriCorps service organization 

that prepares young NYCHA residents for 

careers in the "green economy."

Green City Force hires cohorts of 18- to 

24-year-old NYCHA residents in a 10-month 

Urban Farm Corps program and provides 

both technical and academic training.

The pilot farm – and Green City Force’s first 

cohort of the Urban Farm Corps – was at 

Red Hook Houses, Brooklyn’s largest public 

housing development. But the City needed 

philanthropic support to undertake the 

expansion to other sites.

In 2015, the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination 

Fund made a three-year grant to the Fund 

for Public Health, a City-affiliated nonprofit, 

to launch and scale Farms at NYCHA. Part-

ners include the city’s housing authority, the 

Mayor’s Office, the Fund for Public Health, 

and Green City Force.

Farms are now operating at the original 

site at Red Hook Houses, as well as Howard 

Green City Force, the NYC Mayor’s Office for Strategic Partnerships, 
the NYC Housing Authority and the Fund for Public Health 

« Farms at NYCHA 
has been pitched 
as a food program, 
but the Farms are 
actually as much of a 
workforce initiative, 
and that intersection 
is what makes them 
so interesting.»

Tamara Greenfield, 
Director
Mayor’s Office of 
Strategic Partnerships 
Building Healthy 
Communities 

Theme 2 › Workforce › Case Studies              

| Green City Force’s Urban Farm Corps



of graduates in jobs
or college at 6 months

NYCHA residents aged 18-24, enrolled 
in AmeriCorps Service

Source: Evaluation by CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute (in process 2018)
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Houses in Brownsville (Brooklyn), Bay View Houses in 

Canarsie (Brooklyn), Wagner Houses in East Harlem 

(Manhattan), Forest Houses in Morrisania (the Bronx), 

and Mariners Harbor in Staten Island – each in collabo-

ration with community partners.

Training for Jobs and Career Paths

Through Green City Force’s service corps – which 

include the Urban Farm Corps and the Clean Energy 

Corps – young public housing residents who face major 

barriers to employment serve as AmeriCorps members 

to improve sustainability and health in public housing 

communities. The corps provides hands-on work-like 

experience, trainings toward professional certifications, 

opportunities to practice communication and leadership 

skills, and a full set of wraparound supportive services 

that includes career counseling and regular access to 

certified social workers.

Although many Urban Farm Corps graduates end 

up getting jobs related to urban agriculture, the training 

isn’t solely focused on this field. Rather, the training is 

designed to provide transferable skills and 

experience, including:

•• Environmental Literacy

•• Culinary Skills

•• Energy Efficiency

•• Hydroponics

•• Green Construction Practices

•• Composting

•• Green Infrastructure

•• Community Outreach

•• Carpentry

Their public service experience is designed to expose 

Corps Members to and enter careers in the green and 

clean energy economy in industries such as energy effi-

ciency, sustainable construction, solar, urban farming, 

composting, and public health.

While some Corps Members go straight to internships 

or jobs, others choose to go to college or pursue other 

educational opportunities.

Engagement, Urban Farm Corps 

Post Corps Placement Rate, 
Urban Farm Corps 2015-2018

Organic produce distributed to NYCHA 
residents. Compostable waste collected by 
the UFC and diverted from the municipal 
waste steam

Visits to weekly farm stands
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Resident Engagement

The development of each farm followed several months 

of engagement with resident councils and local orga-

nizations. It was necessary to build trust and identify 

needs and interests rather than swoop in to build a farm. 

Today, residents give input on the crops grown at their 

local farms; if they provide volunteer hours or donate 

food scraps for composting they receive free fruits and 

vegetables harvested on site. Partnering with local 

stakeholders at each site, the Urban Farm Corps works 

to design programming such as farm season kickoff, 

weekly farm stands, farm-based learning for local 

students, cooking demonstrations and harvest festivals. 

The Urban Farm Corps members have become ambas-

sadors in the community for healthy eating. As resi-

dents of NYCHA housing elsewhere in the City, they 

are recognized as peers, which provides credibility and 

establishes mutual respect. 

Evaluation

Farms at NYCHA is being evaluated by the CUNY Urban 

Food Policy Institute, which is tracking employment, 

food production, resident engagement, behavioral 

change and other dimensions.

Twenty-eight members of GCF Cohort 14 graduated in 

March 2018. Within less than a month after graduation, 

96% were already placed in jobs and college, the highest 

placement rate yet for a cohort of GCF Corps Members. 

GCF also surveyed its Cohort 12 members, who gradu-

ated in 2017, for one-year retention rates for employment 

or college: 92% of respondents reported that they had 

retained employment or remain in school a year after 

graduation.

Through this partnership, the city is making a visible 

and tangible investment in its public housing proper-

ties, activating open space, providing valuable work 

experience and income, and increasing NYCHA resi-

dents’ access to healthy food.

Farms at NYCHA is also integrated and aligned with 

other food-based initiatives at NYCHA, including 

United Neighborhood Houses’ Building Healthy NYCHA 

Communities through Food and the NYCHA Food 

Business Pathways Program (a free business training 

program that helps NYCHA residents become entrepre-

neurs and start and grow food businesses).

What’s Next?

Now that all five new farms have been built, Green City 

Force is working with NYCHA, the Mayor's Fund to 

Advance NYC and the other Farms at NYCHA partners 

to prepare the next phase of the initiative. 

Each farm has been maintained and operated in part-

nership with other organizations located in the commu-

nity, including Added Value, East New York Farms, 

Harlem Grown, Isabahlia Ladies of Elegance Foun-
dation, and La Finca del Sur. As Farms at NYCHA 

sustains and grows in the future, the structure may 

evolve but community partners will continue to be an 

important element in the model.

GCF is aligning its service cohorts under one unified 

service strategy – combining the Urban Farm Corps with 

the “Love Where You Live” Corps, which promotes new 

sustainability initiatives in NYCHA developments and 

is deployed to educate NYCHA residents about sustain-

ability initiatives. 

The combined corps will support the sustainability and 

growth of the farms across the City. Green City Force 

will also add adding physical improvements, related 

resident nutrition education and engagement, and 

Corps Member training in these areas which are signif-

icant to New York City’s equity agenda and align with 

in-demand jobs and career pathways:

•• organic food production 

•• green infrastructure 

•• zero waste 

•• 	renewable energy. 

 

As the fields of urban agriculture and green jobs grow, 

initiatives such as Farms at NYCHA are engaging more 

communities of color and lower-income residents as lead-

ers and creating a more inclusive healthy food movement.
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« Before being accepted into Green 
City Force I was working a dead-end 
job. I had no hope for my future and 
I felt defeated. I saw a flyer about 
Green City Force in my building and 
I felt like the flyer was put there  
for me. I needed a fresh start and 
the flyer was my ticket. During my 
time as a Corps Member I learned  
a lot about environmental, social, 
and economic injustices…. Green 
City Force presented me with 
endless opportunities. » 

Domingo Morales
2016 Urban Farm Corps graduate currently employed by  
the Brooklyn Botanic Garden

| Green City Force’s Urban Farm Corps, Cohort 12, with Shola Olatoye, former NYCHA Chair
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Hostos Community College

Hostos Community College is not your typi-

cal college; it’s the product of grassroots 

community activism, and that activism 

underlies the school's culture. Hostos was 

created in the 1960s civil rights movement, 

when Hispanic leaders advocated for the 

establishment of a college within the South 

Bronx to meet the educational needs of 

the community. Ever since, when Hostos 

creates new programs, they are in response 

to community needs and are developed in 

collaboration with faculty, students and 

community stakeholders. Such was the 

case with the new Food Studies Program, 

launched in 2015.

Historic Inequities

The South Bronx has many assets and 

much talent, but for too many residents, it 

falls short on opportunity.

•• Hostos is located in the poorest Congres-

sional District in the country – number 

435 out of 435. 

•• The food insecurity in this section of the 

Bronx is about 37%, which is more than 

double the New York City average. 

•• Rates of obesity are also dispropor-

tionately high, and rates of diabetes 

are through the roof – nearly twice the 

national average. 

•• The unemployment rate in the borough 

of the Bronx is 25% higher than that of 

the City as a whole.

Food Studies Program

« Our food industry 
is another key 
to putting more 
Bronxites to work. »

Ruben Diaz Jr., 
Borough President
Bronx Borough

| Hostos Community College students at Brooklyn Grange
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•• According to the Robert Wood Johnson Founda-

tion’s annual County Health Rankings, the Bronx’s 

health indicators place it last among the 62 counties 

in New York State.

Of course, the statistics, as dramatic as they are, tell 

only a part of the story. It's the human toll of these 

disparities that concerns Hostos students the most. 

These issues affect family, friends and neighbors. Many 

of Hostos students’ families are on SNAP (food stamps) 

and a significant number rely on an on-campus food 

pantry. A third of the students are supporting children.

Driving Change

Local residents, community organizations and elected 

officials are working together to change this.

In 2015, the Bronx Borough President's Office, Monte-

fiore Health System, the Institute for Family Health 

and the New York City Department of Health used the 

County Health Ranking as a battle cry. They launched 

#Not62: The Campaign for a Healthy Bronx, bringing 

together stakeholders from across multiple sectors 

within City government, business, education, health 

care, and nonprofits to address social and health ineq-

uities and improve health outcomes.

This campaign encouraged Bronx stakeholders to 

collaborate on programming and activities ranging 

from encouraging healthier options in local restaurants 

and bodegas to connecting residents to health and 

social services.

Efforts have been fruitful and have been building 

momentum. In 2015 the borough was awarded the 

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Culture of Health 

Prize, which “recognizes communities that have placed 

a priority on health and are creating powerful partner-

ships and deep commitments that will enable every-

one, especially those facing the greatest barriers to 

good health, the opportunity to live well.”

Creating Opportunities

14

Hostos Students' Ethnic Background

National Food Sector Job Trends, 
2016-2026

Growth in Hostos Food Studies Enrollment

Hispanic/Latino: 59%

Asian/Pacific Islander: 3%

Native American: 1%

Other/Unknown: 13%

White: 2%

Black/African-
American: 22%

Most occupations in the Food Sector are 
expected to grow, with strongest growth in 
food-related jobs in science-based occupations.

Dietitians and  
Nutritionists

14.6%

Food Scientists  
and Technologists

5.7%
Soil and Plant  

Scientists

8.8%
Dietetic Technicians
9.3%

Additional students in classes

Declared majors

2015 Fall
2016

Spring
2017

Fall
2017

Spring
2018

300

51 49

65 7135

35 25

38 42*

Fall
2018

* estimated

Source: Occupational projections and worker characteristics 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, September 2018)
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Curriculum and Degrees

The Food Studies Program provides new career possi-

bilities in the food sector, which is robust and growing 

in the Bronx and across the City. Food Studies is an 

integrated program, combining the study of science, 

health, the environment, large-scale and urban agri-

culture, access, production and policy. The program 

offers an Associate in Science (A.S.) Degree with a 

concentration in Food Studies, as well as an Associate 

in Arts (A.A.) Degree program in Liberal Arts with a 

concentration in Food Studies.

In addition to taking core science and liberal arts 

classes, students take a foundational course in food 

studies and then can choose from four tracks: food 

policy; social issues and food; health and nutrition; and 

environment and sustainability. Other core courses 

include expository writing, probability and statistics, 

and the botany of food.

This academic program aligns with workforce oppor-

tunities and growth trends in the food economy in the 

Bronx and beyond, creating opportunities for students 

to develop in-demand skills.

The Hostos Food Studies Program combines theory 

with practice through its rich offerings for students. 

Students participate in academic and professional 

development opportunities, such as field trips to 

sustainable farms, an emerging business incubator 

to examine entrepreneurial perspectives, and service 

learning projects in partnership with local communi-

ty-supported agriculture (CSA) programs and urban 

farms and gardens. The students also run a small 

farmers market while evaluating its community impact 

and inviting input from residents. These experiences 

support the community while providing valuable 

career development experiences.

Although the program is too new to track employment 

pathways, the school expects that some students will 

pursue careers in food-related businesses, communi-

ty-based organizations, and public agencies.

Breaking the Cycle through
Education and Jobs

Health disparities, hunger and poverty are inevitably 

intertwined. Higher education offers opportunities to 

break the cycle. Hostos Community College created the 

Food Studies Program to meaningfully link higher 

education, local economic and workforce development, 

and public health in the Bronx.

According to Hostos faculty, it is “the first academic 

program in the United States specifically designed to 

equip individuals living in neighborhoods most nega-

tively impacted by failures in food system policies and 

practices with the requisite knowledge base, certifica-

tions, and work-based experiences necessary to launch 

careers within the food sector while becoming agents 

of change in their community.”

Part of the assessment to establish the viability of the 

program included interviews with NYC-based food 

market wholesalers, distributors, manufacturers, and 

retailers, many of whom are located in the Hunts Point 

Distribution Zone, home of the largest food distri-

bution hub on the East Coast. "They shared critical 

insight with us about skills needs of the workforce of 

the future that matched up with the degree tracks and 

course strategies we were developing, in areas such as 

food safety, logistics, and warehouse management,” 

says Karen Karp, President of Karen Karp & Part-

ners, which conducted the research and prepared the 

program strategy.

The faculty and academic components are funded 

through core allocations within City University system 

and college budgets, but before the Food Studies 

Program could be implemented it needed funds to 

develop a special curriculum and to establish external 

partnerships with schools, community organizations, 

industry partners and prospective employers. The 

Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund joined as the first 

foundation supporter.
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However, there are two other paths for which the 

Food Studies Program creates opportunity. Hostos 

has robust nursing, community health, aging, early 

childhood education, and business programs in which 

knowledge of food and nutrition will enhance the 

graduates’ employability and earnings potential. And 

some students will choose to go on to four-year colleges 

rather than directly into the workforce, so the program 

offers a liberal arts and sciences grounding, an array of 

skills, and unique content.

What’s Next?

Now that the academic program is up and running, the 

next step is to identify internship opportunities that 

can lead to job pathways and advancement. The faculty 

and administration are building relationships with 

businesses and nonprofit organizations.

The Food Studies program plans to increase its focus 

on access to healthy options, including urban agri-

culture as an instrument of education, a viable retail 

option, and a tool to promote small businesses. Hostos 

will cultivate more connections between local growers, 

retailers and community members to empower resi-

dents and encourage a healthy food agenda.

Hostos has become a place to learn and build a sustain-

able food workforce and improve access and healthy 

outcomes for the Bronx and the larger community.

« We not only work to improve what 
we already have, we also keep abreast 
of cultural and economic changes in 
society and build new courses around 
them. What comes to mind immediately 
is our interdisciplinary Food Studies 
program the first of its kind in any 
community college in the country. » 

David Gomez, President
Hostos Community College | Maritza Arias, student at Hostos Community College
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Healthy food and food security are critical to individ-

ual and community health. Food access is now recog-

nized as a key social determinant of health, with severe 

impact on diseases that take a human and societal toll.

“Social determinants of health” are the factors that 

impact health outside of the health care system. 

They’re the conditions where we live, work, learn and 

play, such as economic stability, housing, education, 

food, parks, social networks, safe streets and access to 

health care. These are among the reasons why low-in-

come communities suffer such tremendous health 

disparities and lower life expectancies compared to 

higher-income communities.

 

Food insecurity limits people from 
consuming a balanced diet, increas-
ing their risk for chronic disease and 
mental illness. Chronic food insecurity 
can lead to obesity and diabetes. Insuf-
ficient food intake or malnutrition can 
increase the risk of: 

•• Hypertension, asthma, tooth decay, anemia, 

infection and birth defects 

•• Behavioral health issues, including depres-

sion, anxiety and emotional imbalance 

•• Stress and starvation 

Food-insecure households strive to eliminate 

hunger but, due to a lack of finances and 

resources, are unable to maintain a healthy 

and balanced diet.

American Hospital Association
Food Insecurity and the Role of Hospitals, June 2017

Theme 3: Food Insecurity
as a Health Issue

Theme 3 › Medical             

« There is a critical need to raise 
awareness among the medical
community and policymakers about the 
pronounced and detrimental prevalence 
of food insecurity among our most 
underserved, impoverished, and 
disenfranchised patients. » 

Francesca Gany, Chief
Immigrant Health and Cancer Disparities Service, 
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center
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The health care field increasingly recognizes its import-

ant role in addressing food insecurity. Health care 

providers have begun using food as a tool to promote 

health in patients and to prevent health problems.

•• Doctors are starting to diagnose food insecurity 

in patients as part of routine health care and to 

provide or guide them to food resources. 

•• More and more hospitals serving low-income 

patients are beginning to focus on food availabil-

ity in their local communities. These hospitals are 

hosting farmers markets and supporting commu-

nity food projects and organizations. 

•• Policymakers and health systems are shifting from 

a treatment model to a prevention model. Access 

to healthy food is a part of that shift. With the 

implementation of the Affordable Care Act and the 

consequent decrease in the numbers of uninsured 

patients, the federal government began to require 

that nonprofit hospitals move to other ways to serve 

their communities and patients in need.

There are opportunities at the patient and family level 

and at the community level. Nonprofit organizations 

that understand food issues have stepped in to help 

health care providers.

Community Food Programs and
Hospital Partnerships

In 2017, the Illumination Fund funded the New York 
Academy of Medicine to convene “Partners in Health: 

Community Food Programs and Hospital Partnerships 

in New York.” The day-long program brought together 

health systems and hospital leaders with communi-

ty-based organizations working to improve their local 

food environments. 

Several collaborative opportunities were identified. For 

example, under federal and state policies hospitals are 

required to conduct Community Health Needs Assess-

ments and develop Community Benefit Plans, and each 

entity must utilize a community advisory committee. 

This provides a unique opportunity for hospital exec-

utives to invite representatives of community food 

organizations to serve on the advisory committee or to 

provide input to the assessments and plans. 

Additionally, the hospital participants previously were 

not aware that many food-focused organizations have 

conducted “community food assessments,” which can 

serve as resources for a hospital’s community needs 

assessments and assist in identifying priorities and 

designing collaborative initiatives.

Many Illumination Fund grantees – including all three 

of the organizations profiled in the following case stud-

ies – participated in the event to share learnings and 

spur new collaborations.

The grantees profiled in this report address food 

insecurity and diet-related diseases related to three 

different diseases and conditions: diabetes, pediatric 

obesity, and cancer:

•• Wholesome Wave’s Wholesome Rx program that 

the Illumination Fund piloted in New York City 

focused on children with high levels of obesity 

(based on BMI measures). 

•• Mount Sinai Hospital’s Powerfood program 

focuses not only on obese pediatric patients, but 

created a component to focus on diabetic adults who 

are at high risk of complications from the disease;  

•• Memorial Sloan Kettering’s FOOD program 

(Food to Overcome Outcome Disparities) focuses on 

low-income adults undergoing cancer treatment.
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Wholesome Wave
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When Wholesome Wave created a program 

for doctors to “prescribe” fruits and vege-

tables, it was an unusual idea. Now it’s a 

national model.

In 2013, the Illumination Fund partnered 

with Wholesome Wave, New York City's 

Health + Hospitals and the Mayor's Office 

of Food Policy to create the first hospi-

tal-based version of Wholesome Wave's 

Fruit & Vegetable Prescription Program 

(now named Wholesome Rx).

Wholesome Wave empowers underserved 

consumers to make healthier food choices 

by increasing affordable access to fresh, 

local food, and uses “incentive” models 

such as vouchers that provide SNAP recip-

ients with matching dollars for fruit and 

vegetable purchase.

Inspired by the idea that physicians can 

play a greater role in helping food-insecure 

patients access affordable, nutritious food, 

Wholesome Wave created its Fruit and Vege-

table Prescription program. Wholesome 

Rx enables doctors to write prescriptions 

for fruits and vegetables for at-risk patients 

redeemable at local farmers markets, and 

provides vouchers to receive discounts.

Piloting a Hospital-based Program

Wholesome Wave’s national fruit and 

vegetable prescription model originally was 

designed for community health centers, 

but Wholesome Wave had never designed 

a comparable program for hospitals. And 

although the prescription program was 

operated in several states, it had not been 

available in New York.

Wholesome Rx

« If we can prove 
that this approach 
works in a place like 
NYC, it can be very 
broadly replicated 
approach. »

Michel Nischan,
Founder & CEO
Wholesome Wave

| Wholesome Wave 
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So, the Mayor’s Office of Food Policy, NYC’s Health + 

Hospitals (the public hospital system) and the Illumi-

nation Fund joined forces to bring Wholesome Wave 

and Wholesome Rx to public hospitals serving low-in-

come patients in New York City. The model focused on 

using relationships with physicians and clinical visits 

to change shopping habits, improve attitudes toward 

eating vegetables, and increase household food security.

Through the Illumination Fund’s support, Wholesome 

Wave launched Wholesome Rx at Harlem Hospital 

Center, Lincoln Hospital Center in the South Bronx 

and Elmhurst Hospital in Queens, each of which had a 

farmers market outside of its doors, as well as Bellevue 

Hospital, which distributed fresh produce boxes. 

The program served low-income children with high 

levels of obesity.

The patients were not only given “prescriptions,” but 

were also provided nutritional counseling over a four- 

month period, and the families received Health Bucks 

that could be redeemed for fruits and vegetables at any 

of the City’s 140 farmers markets.

Evaluation

Program data demonstrated that Wholesome Rx helped 

break down systemic barriers to healthy eating for 

underserved families in New York City and catalyzed 

dietary behavior change among overweight and obese 

pediatric patients. Additionally, participation in the 

program deepened patient-provider relationships, 

which encouraged patients to return for follow-up visits.

The model directly reached 2,755 patients and house-

hold members, the largest population impacted by a 

Wholesome Rx program at the time.

 

Surveys of the patients and family caregivers 

showed that:

•• Participating families reported increases in fruit 

and vegetable consumption. Harlem Hospital, 

which had the most consistent implementation, 

found that nearly 75% of patients reported an 

increase in their consumption of fruits and vegeta-

bles by an average of 1.7 cups daily, and body mass 

indexes in children decreased.

The Wholesome Rx Process: The Participant Experience 

15

Patients are recruited
by a health care provider to 
the Wholesome Rx program.

Participants attend multi-
ple visits in a clinical or 
community setting to receive 
nutrition education and/or to 
discuss healthy eating.

At each visit, participants 
receive a Wholesome 
Rx prescription and are 
requested to participate in 
a pre- and post-evaluation.

Participants redeem the 
prescription vouchers for 
fresh, nutritious food at 
participating retailers, where 
redemption is tracked.

1 2 3 4

Source: Adapted from Wholesome Wave
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•• 50% of the participants in the first year’s program 

had “never or rarely” shopped at a farmers market 

before; by the end of the market season, that number 

had dropped to 4%, and 77% of participants reported 

shopping at farmers markets weekly or more. 

•• Anecdotal reported outcomes include changes in 

shopping behavior, children getting more involved in 

grocery shopping, and families eating together 

more often. 

•• Program participation had measurable impacts on 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviors related to fresh 

fruit and vegetable access, preparation and consump-

tion, including statistically significant differences in 

knowledge of farmers markets, which fruits and vege-

tables are grown locally, and how to prepare them. 

The Wholesome Rx program’s focus on the importance 

of affordable, healthy food as an integral component 

of preventive health care also gave health providers 

important insights into barriers to healthy eating, 

highlighting the central role of affordability in addition 

to motivational knowledge. Providers reported that 

they were able to improve their communications with 

patients and help them improve their diets.

One of the most dramatic outcomes was an increase 

in self-reported food security, thanks to the increased 

purchasing power. But the challenge is that the program 

was seasonal, and after the intervention ended and most 

of the farmers markets closed for the season (gener-

ally in November), the participants no longer had the 

extra dollars nor the convenient source to purchase the 

produce. These outcomes demonstrate that patients’ 

households’ need long-term and ongoing solutions to 

address household food insecurity.

Several lessons emerged from this work. First, afford-

ability is key. Low-income patients have less money to 

spend on food, and limited capacity to purchase fruits 

and vegetables. Financial resources – whether consist-

ing of vouchers to purchase produce, coupons that offer 

discounts, or financial incentives that match the partic-

ipants’ spending on produce – increase purchasing 

power and can have a dramatic effect on alleviating food 

insecurity and enabling healthier eating.

Adapting the Model

As Wholesome Wave evolved its model to address the 

need for year-round access, they began to implement 

year-round programming and now are partnering with 

grocery stores and pharmacies around the country. 

And the US Department of Agriculture launched a 

national Food Insecurity Nutrition Incentive Program 

in order to stimulate innovative programs such as 

Wholesome Wave’s. The Wholesome Rx model, imple-

mented on a more long-term basis, could provide one 

method of addressing these issues if long-term funding 

for incentives were available.

What’s Next?

Wholesome Wave used learnings from this pilot to 

create toolkits for NYC’s public hospitals interested in 

continuing Wholesome Rx internally. Subsequently, 

Wholesome Wave developed The Fruit and Vegetable 

Prescription Toolkit: A Guide to Increasing Affordable 

Access to Healthy Food Through Prescriptions for orga-

nizations across the country. Wholesome Wave also 

facilitates peer-to-peer learning among the organiza-

tions working with prescription models.

Though the New York City hospital-based Wholesome 

Rx program wrapped up, it inspired prescription and 

incentive programs at organizations and health care 

providers throughout the City as well as across the 

country. Wholesome Rx programs are now operating in 

California, Florida, Texas, Georgia, Oregon, Virginia, 

Washington D.C. and upstate New York, with thou-

sands more people participating in programs in local 

hospitals and health centers.

Theme 3 › Medical › Case Studies                
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« It didn’t even pass through my mind 
before this program that they weren’t 
eating fresh fruits and vegetables 
because of the cost. When you look at 
someone, and they are well dressed, 
you never think they are struggling. 
Now I will never be judgmental about 
their food choices. » 

Physician
Harlem Hospital

| Wholesome Wave 
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Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center

Healthy food is essential for cancer 

patients, who are weakened by the disease, 

treatment and side effects. For low-income 

patients struggling to afford and obtain 

healthy food, the ramifications are espe-

cially great, affecting all dimensions of life. 

Employment and income may be affected 

by their intensive treatment regimen, 

quality of life suffers, and the drop-off in 

treatment completion is severe.

Memorial Sloan Kettering’s (MSK) 

FOOD program addresses the glaring food 

and nutrition gaps among the medically 

ill, with a particular focus on patients 

undergoing treatment for cancer. Its goal 

is to ensure that there is food availability, 

accessibility, and appropriate use for an 

at-risk population of patients with cancer 

and other chronic diseases.

In 2013, the Illumination Fund supported 

Memorial Sloan Kettering to help expand 

the program.

The FOOD program was created by Dr. 

Francesca Gany in 2010 with a dedicated, 

medically tailored pantry at Bellevue 

Hospital Center, one of the hospitals in 

New York City's Health + Hospitals system. 

During the pilot year, the investigators 

screened New York City hospitals serving 

low-income patients and found that half of 

these patients struggle with some form of 

food insecurity. Over 75% of the patients 

had lost their employment after receiving 

a cancer diagnosis, and more than 70% of 

patients screened as being food insecure.

Today, Memorial Sloan Kettering’s FOOD 

program is a city-wide, hospital-based 

pantry program designed to address food 

insecurity among low-income cancer 

Theme 3 › Medical › Case Studies                

« It’s a relief for 
patients to come 
in for their treatment 
without sacrificing 
having food for 
their families. »

Francesca Gany, Chief
Immigrant Health and 
Cancer Disparities 
Service, Memorial Sloan 
Kettering Cancer Center
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patients in active treatment. The program isn’t limited 

to Memorial Sloan Kettering’s hospital, but rather is in 

eight hospitals and treatment centers, six of which are 

considered “safety net” cancer care centers within New 

York City’s public hospital system, Health + Hospitals.

The program is operated by Memorial Sloan Kettering’s 

(MSK) Immigrant Health and Cancer Disparities Service, 

where Dr. Gany is Chief. The Immigrant Health and 

Cancer Disparities Service works to identify the causes 

of health and cancer disparities among underserved 

populations and develop solutions to alleviate them.

The FOOD program serves patients both during and 

after treatment, and now includes:

•• Hospital-based pantries for patients as well as  

their families

•• Eight locations in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan 

and Queens

•• Dietitians to provide nutrition education at  

the clinical site

•• NYC “Health Bucks” that patients can use at farmers 

markets to increase their purchasing power;

•• Comprehensive case management and referrals to 

healthy food home delivery services

•• “Food navigators” to educate patients on healthy 

food options when they complete treatment;

•• An online training course for physicians and other 

clinicians to educate them about food insecurity 

and its health impacts

•• Partnerships across the city with health care and 

food organizations.

•	 Brooklyn Hospital Center

•	 Coney Island Hospital

•	 Elmhurst Hospital Center

•	 Kings County Hospital Center

•	 Lincoln Hospital and 

Mental Health Center

•	 Memorial Sloan Kettering 

Cancer Center

•	 Ralph Lauren Center for Cancer 

Care and Prevention

•	 Queens Cancer Center

MANHATTAN

BRONX

QUEENS

BROOKLYN
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Culturally competent care is a key dimension of FOOD’s 

model. At participating hospitals, staff members are 

bilingual in Spanish, Mandarin, Cantonese, Bengali, 

Russian, French and Arabic. Patient trust is most easily 

gained in their own native language. Pantries carefully 

track their inventory, and culturally tailor their pantry 

offerings to the populations they serve.

Evaluation

MSK’s evaluations have demonstrated impact in 

several key dimensions.

•• Participation in the Program increased food 

security scores. 

•• Among patients who supplied food security data, 

93% of those whose food security improved by the 

6-month study mark completed their treatment, 

compared to a treatment completion rate of 86% for 

patients who remained food insecure. 

•• Quality of life scores and depression scores also 

showed improvement, with severely depressed 

patients showing a 50% reduction in depressive 

symptoms over time.

In 2017, FOOD provided 36,432 meals to 561 unique 

patients and 1,000 family members. Breast cancer  

was the most common cancer, followed by prostate, 

colon and lung cancer, and more than two-thirds 

of patients reported a comorbid diagnosis (multiple 

illnesses concurrently).

The Illumination Fund has played a connecting role 

by introducing the program leaders with policymak-

ers and other organizations. For example, Dr. Gany 

was connected with a City Council member to identify 

opportunities to reach more patients, including those 

who are undocumented and thus ineligible for food 

stamps. FOOD has shared its learnings by presenting 

at convenings organized by the Illumination Fund’s 

grantees and partners, including the NYC Food  

Policy Center at Hunter College and the New York 

Academy of Medicine.

What’s Next?

In addition to the hospital-based pantries, MSK is 

testing alternative models to provide food to patients 

undergoing cancer treatment, including food vouchers 

and food delivery.

The FOOD program’s next steps include identifying 

resources, trainings and support to help the hospitals 

have the capacity to independently address the needs 

of their food insecure patients. 

Dr. Gany explains another potential expansion:

“We continue to conduct our food insecurity train-

ing modules, but we hope to reach a more diverse 

group of providers, such as radiation technicians 

and front desk staff. This will ensure that anyone 

who has patient interaction, not just nurses and 

doctors, will be able to screen for food insecurity 

and will know where to direct patients for emer-

gency food resources.”

The FOOD team is hopeful that this model is scalable 

and can reduce food insecurity for patients across 

the City. Additionally, the staff and researchers have 

written articles and given presentations to spread their 

learnings throughout the country. 
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| Memorial Sloan Kettering FOOD Program
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Mount Sinai Hospital sits on the border 

between East Harlem and the Upper East 

Side. There may be no starker illustration 

of income and health disparities than the 

contrast between these two neighborhoods. 

Though the neighborhoods are adjacent 

– with 96th Street considered the bound-

ary between the two neighborhoods – the 

diabetes and obesity rates are more than 

three times higher in East Harlem than on 

the Upper East Side, and the rate of avoid-

able diabetes hospitalizations is nearly 

eight times higher. Life expectancy is nine 

years shorter.

 

Access to affordable, healthy food is one 

of the social determinants that underlie 

these health problems. Consequently, 

with a New York State research grant and 

start-up funding from the Illumination 

Fund, Mount Sinai created Powerfood, a 

pilot initiative for adult patients with poorly 

controlled diabetes and obese children seen 

in primary care clinics of the Icahn School 

of Medicine at Mount Sinai. Powerfood, 

which was inspired by Wholesome Wave's 

Fruit and Vegetable Prescription model, is a 

partnership with two community nonprofit 

organizations — Corbin Hill Food Project 

and New York Common Pantry — to provide 

a pathway for food-insecurity patients: 

•• Mount Sinai screens patients for food 

insecurity and enrolls them in Power-

food. The food security screening 

questionnaire is built into the hospital’s 

electronic medical record system. 

•• Patients who have trouble affording 

food are referred to New York Common 

Pantry for emergency food and other 

support services. New York Common 

Pantry also screens the patients for 

SNAP eligibility,
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Powerfood Program

Mount Sinai Hospital

« Health care today 
cannot just be about 
traditional medicine. 
Addressing social 
factors like food 
insecurity is key to 
improving patients’ 
health.»

Kenneth L. Davis, M.D.,
President and CEO
Mount Sinai Health 
System
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•• Participants are also introduced to Corbin Hill Food 

Project, a New York City nonprofit that provides 

subsidized farm shares consisting of locally grown 

fresh fruits and vegetables.  

•• Corbin Hill delivers the farm share boxes to the 

hospital lobby so patients can pick them up. 

Through Powerfood, the patients receive the first 

box for free, and any subsequent orders are half off 

with the option to pay with cash, credit, debit or 

SNAP. The farm shares include seasonal produce 

year-round, every other week. Recipes, additional 

resources on where to obtain fresh foods, and 

in-person education on how to prepare the fruits 

and vegetables are available to anyone picking  

up food boxes. 

•• In addition to serving low-income patients, Corbin 

Hill farm shares are available at regular prices for 

staff and others visiting the hospital. 

Mt. Sinai’s program partners, the Corbin Hill Farm 

Project and New York Common Pantry, brought exper-

tise, systems and community knowledge to the table. 

•• Corbin Hill is a nonprofit social enterprise that 

distributes fresh produce to communities through-

out New York City, with a particular emphasis on 

serving the needs of low-income communities and 

communities of color. Its model includes Farm 

Shares – a weekly subscription program providing 

boxes of fresh, locally sourced fruits and vegetables 

delivered to community partner sites – as well as 

institutional partnerships.  

•• New York Common Pantry was one of the City’s 

first major emergency food providers. In addition to 

providing meals and services at its state-of-the-art 

client-choice pantry in East Harlem and through 

partnerships across the City, New York Common 

Pantry has case managers who conduct financial 

screenings, check eligibility for public benefits, 

and help to identify other resources for housing, 

employment and health services. 

Mount Sinai developed the program with ongoing 

counsel and assistance from Wholesome Wave. Whole-

some Wave’s original Fruit & Vegetable Prescription 

Program model used farmers markets as the produce 

provider and did not have the food pantry compo-

nent or year-round option. Working with Mount Sinai 

enabled Wholesome Wave and the partners to develop 

those components to enhance the strategy. 

Evaluation

The pilot is a rigorous research study targeting 100 

participants – 50 adults with poorly controlled diabetes 

and 50 children struggling with obesity. Mount Sinai 

is tracking key health metrics throughout the one-year 

intervention, including diet, diabetes control and BMI. 

 

The study is not yet complete, but already the learnings 

and relationships that have been created will inform 

future iterations of the program. The long-term aspi-

ration for this program is that doctors will be able to 

prescribe fruits and vegetables, or that Medicaid or 

private insurance will cover the costs of foods for qual-

ifying families. However, components of the program 

depend on philanthropic dollars.
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What’s Next?

Mount Sinai has used learnings from the program to 

inform its broader work on the social determinants of 

health. The results will inform program scale-up.

Beyond Mount Sinai, this groundbreaking work will be 

key for the NYC community and an important model 

for other hospitals and health care settings that are 

making access to healthy food part of the conversation 

with patients. 
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•	 Tracking food insecurity in medical records 

provides a more holistic understanding of 

patient health.

•	 The pathway of food access and services 

— from emergency food to the farm 

shares, SNAP and other retail options — 

provides continuity.

•	 Using the hospital as a distribution site is a 

strength of the program, but participants’ 

time limitations can create challenges in 

traveling to a single location for pick up, or 

even finding time for intake appointments. 

Expanding hours for intake and food distri-

bution helps to make participation easier. 

•	 The partnership with Corbin Hill and New 

York Common Pantry is invaluable. These 

organizations provide critical insights to 

provide the right resources, to help inform 

the selection of the produce in the farm 

shares, and to gain understand of families’ 

needs to improve program implementation.

•	 Expanding concepts of patient wellbeing 

to include food as medicine and providing 

affordable access to fruits and vegetables is 

transforming the patient/doctor relationship. 
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| Corbin Hill Farm Share staff 
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Theme 4: Advancing Knowledge
to Inform Policy and Programs

Institutions of higher learning like Hostos Community 

College and academic research centers such as the New 

York City Food Policy Center at Hunter College, the 

Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, Education & Policy 

at Teachers College, and the CUNY Urban Food Policy 

Institute are important resources in the movement to 

create a healthier food environment. 

Their evidence-based practice, research, policy analy-

sis and evaluations are educating policymakers, teach-

ers, community organizations and stakeholders and 

informing policy decisions in New York and nationally.

Evaluating and Strengthening Programs

Efforts to address complex issues invariably grapple 

with questions of “What works?” and “How can we do it 

better?” Several Illumination Fund grantees, including 

LISC NYC, United Neighborhood Houses (UNH) and 

the Fund for Public Health, engaged the CUNY Urban 
Food Policy Institute to evaluate their programs to 

assess their effectiveness in improving food access, 

increasing knowledge of food and nutrition education 

and supporting community development.

Rather than using evaluation as “a test” to determine 

if a particular program worked or didn’t work, the 

evaluation process is collaborative and continuous. 

The evaluation process allows organizations to refine 

and adapt their interventions as the program is being 

implemented. The process helps organizations realize 

their outcomes more effectively, as well as strengthens 

practice and advances the field.

 Educating Emerging Leaders

This knowledge building and strengthening of prac-

tice is not only informing policy and programs, but 

also educating and training the next generation of 

professional leaders. The Laurie M. Tisch Food Policy 
Center at Teachers College is creating opportunities 

for doctoral and master’s students in the Program in 

Nutrition to conduct in-depth research and evalua-

tion with policy implications and to engage with other 

nutrition professionals, policymakers and academics, 

positioning them as future leaders. 

Informing Policy and Increasing Awareness

The New York City Food Policy Center at Hunter 
College also works to disseminate policy informa-

tion, conduct research, raise the visibility and profile 

of organizations and, through their annual New York 

City’s 40 Under 40 list, recognize emerging leaders 

working to transform the city’s food system. Since 

the list’s launch in 2016, staff from Illumination Fund 

grantees such as LISC NYC, Green City Force, NEBH-

DCo, Public Health Solutions, Wholesome Wave and 

City Harvest have been selected. The Center’s analyses, 

publications and online resources, including NYC Food 

by the Numbers and Food Policy Snapshots, provide 

“digestible” information and resources for community 

organizations, advocates and policymakers.
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« To move forward, collectively we 
need to develop evidence-based 
policies that encourage healthier diets 
and lifestyles while making healthy 
foods accessible and affordable to 
underserved communities. To tease 
out of results, whether in connection 
with smoking or with food and obesity, 
requires an accumulation of evidence to 
determine whether we’re moving in the 
right direction. » 

Noreen Clark, Myron E. Wegman 
Distinguished University Professors of Public Health,  
University of Michigan.

| Food is Medicine Summit at the NYC Food Policy Center at Hunter College, 2018. Pictured: Tony Hillery (Harlem Grown) 
  and Madi Holtzman (Toast Ale USA)
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Teachers College, Columbia University

The creation of the Laurie M. Tisch 
Center for Food, Education & Policy 
(Tisch Food Center) at Teachers College, 

Columbia University, transformed food and 

nutrition programs at Teachers College, 

which houses the oldest university-based 

nutrition program in the county, dating 

back to 1909. With support from the Illu-

mination Fund, the Tisch Food Center has 

become a recognized hub for the intersec-

tion of food policy, nutrition education 

research and sustainable food systems.

Housed within a leading school of educa-

tion, the Tisch Food Center is training the 

next generation of nutrition professionals to 

lead in food and nutrition education, policy, 

research and practice. Its research agenda 

is focused on empowering nutrition educa-

tion leaders to understand schools’ food 

systems and become advocates for change.

The Center evaluates and utilizes evidence-

based programs to educate and provide 

resources to parents, teachers, community 

stakeholders and policymakers to help them 

understand and navigate the food system 

and change behavior around health and 

nutrition. For example, by conducting eval-

uations of specific initiatives that promote 

healthy school environments, the Tisch 

Food Center now advises local, state and 

federal policymakers on the success and 

equity of school-based nutrition education.

« We are preparing a 
cadre of new leaders 
who can combine 
knowledge from 
research and practice 
with a grounding in 
educational policy 
and politics writ 
large and apply it 
within the highest 
levels of government 
and private 
policymaking. »

Pam Koch, Director
Laurie M. Tisch Center for 
Food, Education & Policy 
at Teachers College, 
Columbia University

| Senator Cory Booker; Madelyn Fernstrom, NBC TODAY (Credit: Susan Cook)
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The Tisch Food Center focuses on four 
critical areas of work: 
 
•	 Creating and supporting nutrition educa-

tion in schools and communities

•	 Promoting access to and education about 

healthy and sustainable food through 

strong policy, programs and funding

•	 Conducting research and evaluations that 

have policy implications

•	 Preparing the next generation of food and 

nutrition professionals and leaders

Accomplishments

Over the past five years of the Healthy Food and 

Community Change Initiative, the Tisch Food Policy 

Center has:

•• Added policy content to courses in  

nutritional ecology, community nutrition,  

and nutrition education; 

•• Supported five Tisch Doctoral Scholars 

focusing on policy and nutrition as well as  

several master’s students; 

•• Helped leverage two significant new funding 

streams: evaluation contracts, and grants from  

foundations such as the New York State Health  

Foundation, the Robert Wood Johnson Foun- 

dation and the Joyce and Irving Goldman  

Family Foundation;

•• Evaluated four nonprofit-based nutrition education 

programs and initiatives including FoodCorps, Well-

ness in the Schools, Edible Schoolyard New  

York City, and the New York City Department of 

Education’s School Transformation and Redesign  

of Cafeterias (STARCafe); 

•• Conducted a landscape review of federal policies, 

programs and funding for school-based nutrition 

education, a first of its kind. This study informed 

subsequent research and advocacy, including their 

landscape assessments of publicly supported New 

York State and New York City nutrition education 

policies, programs and funding. The assessments 

and reports are yielding recommendations for poli-

cymakers, educators and other stakeholders.

What’s Next?

In the coming year, the Food Center will work directly 

with the New York City Department of Education to 

evaluate a new healthy food initiative — redefining 

school lunch as a learning opportunity about food and 

nutrition. The Tisch Center has also released a set of 

geographically targeted research briefs and online 

resources to arm communities, advocates and policy- 

makers with the data they need to make a case for 

prioritizing nutrition education in schools. Teachers 

College believes that school administrators and teach-

ers can be champions of healthy food and is creating 

the tools and advocating for policies to empower them. 

« The Tisch Food Center is committed 
to a future where everyone has the 
education, access, and resources to 
choose healthy foods. »

Pam Koch, Director
Laurie M. Tisch Center for Food, Education & Policy
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3.
Healthy Food as
a Field: Opportunities
for Philanthropy

| Photo: Dane Deaner
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New Opportunities
for Philanthropy

Healthy food has emerged as a growing field in private 

philanthropy – including foundations, corporations 

and individual donors – as well as public investment. 

With the establishment of the movement come oppor-

tunities for leadership as successful approaches emerge. 

There are many opportunities for funders to build 

leadership within the field and develop infrastructure 

to develop new ideas into mainstream practices.

Although the Illumination Fund's focus has been 

in New York City, the Healthy Food & Community 

Change initiative yields learnings both for New York 

City and other cities. 

Funders new to the field can approach healthy food 

as a goal in itself, but the Illumination Fund’s work 

illustrates that supporting food initiatives is not just 

for “food funders.” Rather, it can be a tool for donors 

with interests in a much broader set of issues, such as 

empowering communities, building a strong work-

force, promoting community health, and fostering 

entrepreneurship. Many of these programs are models 

that can be adapted.

« Food access is a social justice issue, 
a health issue, and a human right. » 

Adam Liebowitz
Community Food Funders

The healthy food arena in New York City is multi-fac-

eted, with many disparate funders, organizers, and 

researchers engaged in identifying how to generate 

the most impact. These thought leaders, whether in 

government agencies, neighborhood-based organiza-

tions, health care settings or academia, can leverage 

their expertise to generate solutions together. Estab-

lished institutions such as LISC NYC, community 

development corporations, United Neighborhood 

Houses and settlement houses have integrated healthy 

food work into their core programs. In addition to 

these, newly created partnerships and alliances have 

formed that seek to transform communities in need in 

New York City.
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What Can Funders Do?

The next challenge in this work is bridging the gap 

between individual-level change and community-level 

change. Community-constructed food environments 

(such as farmers markets and community-based 

initiatives), resident engagement, and youth leadership 

development are all promising approaches.

Based on learnings from the Healthy Food & Commu-

nity Change initiative’s five-year lifecycle, funders with 

an interest in getting involved have many opportuni-

ties to create positive impact in their own communities. 

Adaptable Program Components

•• Client-choice pantries

•• Community food hubs

•• Mobile markets

•• Youth markets

•• Hands-on cooking 

and food budgeting workshops

•• Resident-driven “Cooking and Eating 

Together” events

•• Pop-up cafés

•• Food justice education for youth

•• Retail store partnerships

Place-Based Strategies
and Resident Engagement

•• Use community organizing strategies to engage the 

people most directly affected by food insecurity, 

poverty and inequitable food systems. Build lead-

ership by inviting residents to identify what their 

neighborhoods need, and design new programs that 

are aligned with community priorities. 

•• Build capacity at community-based organizations 

by funding new staff positions to engage resi-

dents, launch and expand programs, and sustain 

successful initiatives. At organizations where staff 

members are juggling many responsibilities, there 

is often a need for a dedicated staff position to focus 

on healthy food initiatives – not in isolation, but in 

partnership with staff across the organization. Or, 

provide unrestricted, general support so the organi-

zations have full flexibility.

« There continues to be progress among 
hunger groups. But it’s more than just 
feeding people. It’s about access to 
affordable, nutritious food. It’s about the 
broader anti-poverty agenda. There is 
still much to be done. » 

Joel Berg, CEO
Hunger Free America
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Adaptable Program Components

•• Farms at public housing with 

job training

•• Skills development

•• Career pathways

•• Food entrepreneurship training

•• Community Chef program

Food as a Strategy to
Provide Job Opportunities

•• Support training and certification programs in the 

healthy food industry for community members, 

created with input from local employers and food 

industry leaders to ensure alignment. 

•• Create fellowship and internship opportunities 

for young people to gain experience and skills in 

healthy food arenas such as urban agriculture, 

small business development and incubation, food 

retail, community education, and catering.

Adaptable Program Components

•• Food insecurity screening at hospi-

tals and clinics

•• Medically tailored hospital pantries

•• Fruit and vegetable prescription 

programs

•• Referrals to emergency food sources 

and ongoing resources

•• Hospital and community food proj-

ect partnerships

Food Insecurity as a 
Health Issue

•• Support a program at a local hospital or health 

clinic that diagnoses food-insecure patients and 

connects them with free or low-cost fruits and 

vegetables, through on-site distribution or retail 

partners. Wholesome Rx is a successful model, 

built for national replication. 

•• Engage local community-supported agriculture 

(CSA) operators or farmers markets to expand their 

operations to include health care facilities, tying 

customer education and cooking programs to 

health care treatment plans.
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Building Capacity for Evaluation

The field needs further research. In particular, funders 

need further evidence of what approaches work, and 

an overview of gaps, in order to identify and nurture 

initiatives that can accelerate positive change.

The Illumination Fund also has observed that commu-

nity-based organizations working on healthy food 

projects need help with skills and resources for evalua-

tion. Every funder wants to know “what works,” but few 

funders are willing to pay for data collection, evalua-

tion and staff learning.

It is also essential for organizations to learn how 

to translate data into compelling stories of impact. 

Without being able to clearly and succinctly communi-

cate impact to funders, policymakers and the media, 

it’s difficult to sustain and grow organizations and 

programs. Supporting training for an organization's 

staff to build communication skills is a valuable strat-

egy to amplify impact.

Moving Forward

The healthy food field is still being shaped, yet there 

is much to do. Harmful food systems that are in place 

today were built over decades. It will take decades to 

undo this work and create a culture of good food for all 

Americans regardless of socioeconomic status. 

According to Charles Platkin of the NYC Food Policy 

Center at Hunter College, “Food is becoming a major 

player in the story of quality of life. Food issues matter 

more and more to younger people as they grow up into 

adults, have children of their own, and want their kids 

to have better lives.”

Community transformation cannot be achieved 

through short-term investments. Effecting behavioral 

changes requires patience from funders. But the impact 

of these investments will extend beyond healthy 

eating; it will change lives and future trajectories.

« Funders have much to learn from 
one another. There is a tremendous 
base of knowledge that has been built 
through programs such as Healthy Food 
& Community Change. New funders do 
not have to start from scratch. »

Melissa Berman
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« We encourage you to 
continue this important work 
so that access to healthy food 
is not a privilege for the few, 
but an opportunity for all. »

Laurie M. Tisch


