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Task Force Calls For Healthy Food Financing Program, Seeks $30 Million In State Aid

A group convened to study barriers to healthy food access called on state lawmakers and officials Thursday to invest in a 
public-private partnership that would provide funds to stimulate supermarket development, renovation and expansion in 
underserved areas.

The proposed financing initiative is one of the Ohio Healthy Food Financing Task Force's 10 policy recommendations to 
help support healthy food retail development in the state.

Other recommendations include: streamlining and facilitating the permitting and development process for new and existing 
stores; making programs and relevant public incentives available where economically feasible; creating new and 
customizing existing workforce training programs in the grocery sector; and connecting cross-sector efforts with state 
priorities.

Finance Fund CEO James Klein, who joined task force members in announcing the proposals at a Statehouse event, said 
access to healthy food retail is directly connected to Ohio's identified priorities of addressing infant mortality and chronic 
disease.

The proposed healthy food financing initiative, which is based on a similar model that has proven successful in 
Pennsylvania, would serve as a flexible financing program to help grocers overcome barriers to developing stores in 
underserved areas, he said.

"This initiative would encourage businesses to build grocery stores in areas that need the most to improve the health of 
Ohio residents, attract significant private investment and create jobs," Mr. Klein said.

Caroline Harries, associate director of Philadelphia-based The Food Trust, said Pennsylvania entered into a public-private 
partnership to create a grant and loan program for grocery retailers. With a $30 million commitment from the state, the fund 
was able to draw down more than $120 million in additional dollars, she said.

The investment in Pennsylvania had supported 88 projects by 2010 and was estimated to create 5,000 jobs, Ms. Harries 
said. Under the Pennsylvania program, most businesses could qualify for grants up to $500,000 and loans up to around $5 
million, she added.

"The same opportunity for success exists here in Ohio," Ms. Harries said. "While every state is different, at the end of the 
day their needs are often similar. Applying a proven model like the one that we know has worked in Pennsylvania and other 
states can really help solve this problem."

The task force would like to see Ohio invest around $30 million into a similar fund and has been working with the first lady, 
Department of Health, Development Services Agency and JobsOhio, Ms. Harries said.
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Jon Allison, who represents the Finance Fund that convened the task force of grocers, non-profit organizations and others, 
said the proposal "fits in many, many ways" with Gov. John Kasich's biennial budget proposals, particularly those relating 
to infant mortality and human services innovation.

"We have begun to talk with legislators and with members of the administration - that would be a goal of ours," he said of 
adding the proposed financing fund to the budget bill (HB 64 ). "But, we have a lot of work to do."

According to the task force's findings, significant barriers prevent grocers from entering areas of high need, such as a lack of 
access to sufficient capital, costly site assembly, higher development costs, more expensive workforce training and security. 
Such barriers could be addressed through one-time grant and loan funding to offset these costs, the group said.

Ms. Harries added that perception about economic viability can also dissuade businesses from settling down in high-need 
areas.

Ohio Grocers Association President & CEO Nate Filler said the average profit margin for a grocery retailer in a "good year" 
is only about 1.5%. Retailers need help when there are challenges and a low population density, he said.

Dan Saltzman, president of Dave's Markets, said opening a new 40,000-60,000 square foot facility can represent a $15 
million-plus initial investment. He added that grocers operating in poorer neighborhoods have suffered under recent food 
stamp cuts at the federal level.

"When you have a store that does 40% sales in food stamps and you take a 7% cut in the people's ability in those 
neighborhoods to buy food, the math doesn't work in a 1% business - it's devastating," he told reporters. "When my 
company looks at the future...am I going to locate a store in an underserved area where the customers are 40% reliant on 
food stamps? Or am I going to go to a neighborhood where there's less dependence on that type of obstacle?"

Last summer, the Finance Fund released a report highlighting the link between lack of grocery stores in Ohio's poor urban 
and rural areas and high rates of childhood obesity.

According to the study, nearly 2 million Ohioans, including more than 500,000 children, lack access to supermarkets and 
other health food retailers. Nearly a third of children between ages 10 and 17 are overweight or obsess, it found. (See 
Gongwer Ohio Report, June 23, 2014)
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