Policy Proposal to 2009 Candidates: Promote Access to Healthy Food for Low-Income New Yorkers & Lower Obesity Rates
Executive Summary
The Healthcare Committee of the Manhattan Young Democrats advocates for a holistic New York City strategy to lower obesity rates and eradicate the disparities in access to healthy and affordable food among NYC’s neighborhoods. Obesity levels in NYC are rising at an alarming rate and becoming a public health crisis. According to the NYC Community Health Survey conducted in 2007, 56% of New Yorkers are overweight or obese.
 Of those 56%, 22% are obese.
 This means that almost a quarter of NYC residents are at a weight that is more likely to cause diabetes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and other diseases.
 Additionally, the negative effects of obesity are costing New Yorkers billions of dollars every year. In 2008, New York state spent $6.1 billion on healthcare costs related to obesity, the second highest in the country,
 and much of those costs are in New York City. 
Not only are obesity rates rising, but the highest concentrations of obesity are in many low-income neighborhoods where there are “food deserts,”  meaning grocery stores and other produce vendors are located more than five blocks from many residents’ homes.
 The links between obesity, diet, access to fresh food, and income are significant. One out of every 4 New Yorkers are obese;
 that’s a number that elected officials should find alarming.

Many programs have been introduced to lower the obesity rate and increase access in low-income neighborhoods to healthy, affordable food. Manhattan Young Democrats support the following programs:

· Greenmarkets and its Electronic Benefit Transfer card program

· Healthy Bodegas Initiative

· Green Carts

· Healthbucks

· Learn It, Grow It, Eat It

· The use of the FoodStat model in measuring healthy food availability 

· Tracking of obesity related healthcare costs

· Tax incentives to promote grocery store development in areas currently lacking permanent access to healthy, affordable food

The expansion of these programs and public education campaigns are necessary to create a healthier food environment, curb current obesity rates, and prevent obesity in susceptible populations and future generations.
I. Background

Rising rates of obesity have serious consequences for New York City. People who are obese are three times more likely to have diabetes and twice as likely to have high blood pressure as people at a healthy weight,
 and obesity can cause heart disease.
 There is a correlation between a lack of healthy food retailers and obesity. Populations with higher levels of unhealthy eating have higher levels of obesity,
 and unhealthy eating habits are often linked to a lack of access to fresh and healthy food options. According to the Department of City Planning, 3 million New Yorkers live in neighborhoods with a high need for healthy, fresh food options.
 In East Harlem only 19% of food retailers are supermarkets, fruit stands or farmer’s markets; the rest of the retailers are fast food vendors or bodegas.
  On the Upper East Side, 34% of the food retailers are supermarkets, fruit stands or farmer’s markets.
 The obesity rates in these two neighborhoods illustrate the direct link between a lack of access to healthy food options and high levels of obesity: East Harlem’s obesity rate is 31%, while the Upper East Side’s is 9%.
 
Additionally, obesity levels are highest in neighborhoods with the highest percentage of residents living under the poverty line. Thirteen percent of the residents in Greenwich Village and Soho live below the poverty line,
 and 10% of the residents are obese.
 Contrast this to Central Harlem, where 35% of residents live below the poverty line,
 and 27% of its residents are obese.
 
II.
Current Policies and Programs


In the past ten years, there has been a surge of programs and laws created to combat obesity in New York City. Among them, a ban on oils with trans fats,
 calorie counts on fast food menus,
 and the creation of a food policy task force and a Mayor-appointed food policy coordinator.
 These benefit all New Yorkers, but there are also many new programs and studies that focus on low-income neighborhoods, where access to fresh, affordable food is often low and obesity rates are high. There are numerous city agencies and non-profit organizations studying obesity and the food access problem. There are also state departments, such as the NYS Department of Agriculture, which are working with city departments to study the problem and promote solutions. The goal of these entities is to significantly reduce the obesity rate through greater access to fresh, healthy, affordable food, and public education campaigns about exercise and diet. While increasing access to fresh, affordable food is intended to lower obesity rates, it also attempts to rectify one of the significant disparities between low and middle/high-income neighborhoods; namely the inequalities in the food environment.

Existing programs have tackled the obesity and food availability disparities through public education, government benefits, tax incentives, and the following venues: bodegas, supermarkets, farmers’ markets and street vendors.  While most of these programs were started within the past decade, officials are already seeing positive results. Additionally, elected officials and city agencies have undertaken studies to determine the exact need for healthy food retailers in neighborhoods throughout the city. In May 2009, a study was released by the Manhattan Borough President’s office introducing a new model for surveying the food environment in New York City. Called the FoodStat model, this measuring tool was used to compare the number of fast food restaurants and bodegas to the number of supermarkets and produce vendors in a neighborhood, in order to create an index by which the food environment of all NYC neighborhoods could be compared.
 The initial case study focused on East Harlem and the Upper East Side.
The Department of Health & Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) has been involved in most of the programs devoted to expanding access to healthy, affordable food and lowering NYC’s obesity rate. The Healthy Bodegas initiative was introduced to encourage bodegas to provide low-fat milk and fresh produce, and to educate bodega customers about the health benefits of these products.
 The initiative focused on low-income areas which were determined by DOHMH to have significant health inequalities compared to higher-income areas: East/Central Harlem, the South Bronx, and Central Brooklyn.
 The DOHMH determined that 80% of the food sources in these areas were bodegas,
 but only a third of them provided low-fat milk or fresh fruit, and only a tenth supplied leafy greens.
 There were initially 1002 bodegas involved in the low-fat milk program, and 520 of those 1002 involved in the fresh produce campaign. Upon follow-up, 45% of bodegas had an increase in low-fat milk sales, 32% of bodegas had an increase in fruit sales and 26% had an increase in vegetable sales.
 Mooove to 1% milk and Move to Fruits and Vegetables were the public education campaigns run by the Physical Activity and Nutrition Program of DOHMH in conjunction with the Healthy Bodega initiative to encourage families to eat more fresh produce and switch to low-fat milk.

The Council on the Environment of NYC (CENYC) runs the Greenmarket program, which oversees most of the farmers’ markets in the five boroughs. There are currently 49 Greenmarkets operating in NYC, 18 of which are open year round.
  The Greenmarkets are very popular among New Yorkers and New York State’s economy benefits from these markets since the vendors are all local farmers. The CENYC has successfully expanded the Greenmarkets program since it started in 1976, and it also has started a program to accept the Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) cards at many of its markets.
 This is a crucial means of providing access to fresh, affordable produce for those living below the poverty line and is a very successful program. When the use of EBT cards at Greenmarkets was started in 2005, there were three greenmarkets involved in the program. There are now 23 Greenmarkets that accept the EBT card.
 EBT annual sales at Greenmarkets are now higher than $100,000
 and 92% of EBT sales in 2008 were spent on fresh fruits and vegetables.
 
Additionally, participants in the Women, Infant, Children program are now able to use their monthly checks at farmers markets on fresh produce
 and DOHMH provides Health Bucks ($2 coupons) to foodstamp recipients who spend $5 on fresh produce at the Greenmarkets.
 These 3 programs enable individuals and families living below the poverty line to buy healthy food at affordable prices. Since 22% of New Yorkers live below the poverty line, as opposed to 13% nationally,
 these programs have health and monetary benefits that can reach almost a quarter of NYC’s population. Currently, less than 10% of foodstamp recipients use them at farmers markets;
 this demonstrates that the EBT program at Greenmarkets has the potential to increase tenfold with more public education. 
CENYC also runs the “Learn It, Grow It, Eat It” program, which educates NYC students about nutrition and provides opportunities for them to work in community gardens.
 Started in the South Bronx, this program has been effective in changing students’ attitudes about health and the food they eat. After twelve weeks of the program, two-thirds of students had made positive changes in their diets.
 Learn It, Grow It, Eat It is now expanding into a full year program at five schools.


The Green Carts program, started in spring 2008, is another means of supplying fresh produce to high-obesity neighborhoods without opening new grocery stores or changing the structure of existing grocery stores. Green Carts are street vendors that provide fresh fruits and vegetables, and are targeted to neighborhoods with the highest need for fruits and vegetables: Harlem and Northern Manhattan, most of the Bronx, Central Brooklyn, part of Queens and the Rockaways, and northern Staten Island.
 There are currently 200 Green Carts operating in NYC,
 permits for 300 more, and starting in August 2009, 500 more permits for Green Carts will be made available.
 Anecdotal evidence indicates that the Green Carts are very successful.

The Food Retail Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) program was introduced in spring 2009 to create incentives for supermarkets to be developed in areas that have a high need for them.
 The initiative is based on the “Going to Market” study conducted by DOHMH, Department of City Planning (DCP), and NYC Economic Development Corp (NYCEDC), which showed that many neighborhoods have a high need for grocery stores, with the highest need being in Harlem and Northern Manhattan, the South Bronx, Central Brooklyn, and Jamaica, Queens.
 The study found that three million New Yorkers are in high need areas.
 The FRESH program emphasizes financial and zoning incentives to encourage development of new grocery stores and the preservation and expansion of existing grocery stores.
 The major zoning incentives are: “Additional floor area in mixed residential and commercial buildings, reduction in required parking, and larger as-of-right stores in light manufacturing districts.”
 The major financial incentives are: “Real estate tax reductions, sales tax exemption, and mortgage recording tax deferral.”
 While there is consideration made to have more than one small store developed in a neighborhood, as opposed to one large store that is 30,000 square feet, the emphasis seems to be on large scale supermarkets. The City also created a Supermarket Commission, which made recommendations about how to develop and expand supermarkets in neighborhoods with the lowest access to fresh produce.

III.
Recommendations
In order to successfully lower obesity rates in New York City, elected officials need to pay particular attention to the ways in which food consumption is influenced by city planning, the public school system, economic development, small business growth, and accessibility. There is no silver bullet that will solve the obesity epidemic in NYC or fix food access disparities among NYC neighborhoods. The city must continue to undertake a multilayered approach that closely monitors which programs improve access and lower obesity rates.
Manhattan Young Democrats make the following recommendations to the City of New York and candidates for the 2009 election in order to combat the obesity epidemic and eradicate food access disparities:

· Use the FoodStat model to determine the food environment of all NYC neighborhoods. 

· Expand the Greenmarket program as much as the farmers’ supply and consumer demand allow. The city should place emphasis on expanding greenmarket coverage in areas with high obesity rates. Currently, there are four greenmarkets in the Bronx but none of them are run year round.
 The city should examine whether there is enough supply from local farmers to support a year round farmers market in the Bronx, and if there is, open a greenmarket there. Central Brooklyn and East Harlem do not have any greenmarkets. Since these are two of the areas with the highest obesity rates in the city, opening greenmarkets there is a crucial step to lower those rates.

· Expand the EBT program to every Greenmarket in the city. The four Greenmarkets in the Bronx accept EBT, as do many Greenmarkets in Brooklyn and Upper Manhattan. Of the Greenmarkets that exist in high-obesity, low-income areas, most accept EBT. The main focus in the short term should be on opening more Greenmarkets in the target areas listed above, and ensuring that EBT cards are accepted at them. 
· Expand the Healthbucks program in conjunction with the expansion of Greenmarkets that accept EBT. 
· Monitor the effectiveness of the Learn It, Grow It, Eat It program as a school year-long initiative. Encourage its expansion and the concurrent development of roof gardens at schools involved in the program.

· Continue the Healthy Bodegas Initiative and provide public education materials, such as posters and brochures, to be displayed in targeted bodegas.
· Continue the Green Carts program, and study whether the increase in produce supply in neighborhoods via Green Carts leads to an increase in demand for such produce. Partner with New York State farmers to supply Green Carts with local produce.
· Promote tax incentive programs aimed at bodegas and small grocers as well as supermarkets. The City should work with bodegas and small grocers to ensure that the development of supermarkets in high-need neighborhoods does not put the smaller stores out of business. New development shouldn’t be a prerequisite for providing decent produce and low-fat dairy in a neighborhood. While supermarkets are an important way to provide healthy food, they are not the only way; urban planning concerns should be considered so that an improvement in the food environment does not lead to a uniform, non-diverse built environment.
· Ensure proper monitoring methods to determine the effectiveness of these programs and their expansion. Since so many of these programs were started in the last 5-10 years, it is important to have accurate tracking of the effectiveness of these policies in the short-term, in order to understand the magnitude of their impact in the long run. 
· Track healthcare costs related to obesity for each borough and for New York City as a whole. This will allow the city to determine how much money is saved each year in the prevention and reduction of obesity.

Candidates for the 2009 election should include equal access to healthy, affordable food and lowering the obesity rate in their vision of a healthy New York City.  We implore candidates to adopt the above recommendations in their campaign and actively push for these recommendations if they are elected. The benefits of adopting such a platform are threefold: a healthier diet for New Yorkers will lead to lower rates of preventable diseases, saving individuals and the city money; development of new Greenmarkets and supermarkets will add to NYC’s economy; and higher sales of fresh produce, unprocessed foods and locally grown foods will benefit the environment. Rectifying food access disparities should be a priority of elected officials so that all New Yorkers are able to eat healthy food, regardless of geographic location or income. While these programs require funding through taxpayers’ dollars, their continued existence and expansion at the success rates described in this paper could save the city billions of dollars in obesity-related medical costs every year.
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