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Project Statement

The profile of a successful food landscape (foodscape) should reflect the neighborhoods cultural
and demographic diversity. Foodscapes are synonymous with a food environment shaped by
individuals and policies. Our fellowship group, the Foodscapers, are advocating for a better food
landscape because we believe food equity should be included within land use procedures. We
investigated ways New York City agencies could better center the community within the design
of the built environment and neighborhood food landscape.

Inequitable foodscapes are more deep seated prejudices and the food systems hunger for profit
than spatial distribution of food. Referred to as “supermarket redlining” a form of structural and
systemic discrimination whereby supermarkets chose not to conduct business in low-income
minority neighborhoods and pull existing stores to, relocating them to suburban neighborhoods.
Greenlining, on the other hand, leaves low income residents with reduced access to reasonably
priced healthy foods due to overpricing caused by gentrifying targeting health food grocers.
These circumstances produce unjust practices just as much as supermarket redlining, creating
displaced communities and thus leaving low income residents with limited access to affordable
food resources. Foodscapes are therefore highly racialized environments. As ‘The
Foodspcapers’ we aim to tackle this issue by recommending that city agencies update food
policies to achieve accountability for business owners and more equitable outcomes in the
development process.

As a team we are providing city agencies with recommendations within existing policies
including NYC’s Food Retail Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) program which provides
zoning and financial incentives for the establishment of grocery stores in underserved
communities as well as the City Environment Quality Review (CEQR) process which identifies
potential adverse environmental effects of proposed actions. Our policy additions provide a path
of accountability for developers, public and private, to achieve more equitable development
outcomes and play a more active role in the fight for food justice.
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“
Among the tools that planners wield, none is more powerful or more commonly
used than the ability to rezone land at the parcel, neighborhood or city scale.

-Nevin Cohen

”
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Introduction

Zoning, land use, and urban development can have unintended impacts on neighborhood food equity.
The city's focus on nutrition and supermarket expansion has led to mixed results (Cohen, 2018). It is very
cumbersome for average New Yorkers to be active participants in determining the food landscape within
their community. While developments going through public review are required to engage with community
boards, many voices are still left out of that process. Community members are often distrustful of
developers or the city when development is proposed as a result of historic and racist policies of
disinvestment in Black and Brown communities. In order to rectify these policies, the city should ask how
it can center the community’s needs in the design of the built environment and neighborhood food
landscape in order to level the playing field and increase food equity in underserved neighborhoods.

The built environment affects the ways in which people live, including how and where they acquire food,
and land use policy can be used to shape better and more equitable food environments. The
recommendations at the heart of this report focus on expanding ways the city can invest in alternative
models of food retail space, aid in entrepreneurship opportunities for underrepresented store operators,
and reinforce the community’s stated goals within new developments. A variety of food resources in a
neighborhood reflect new opportunities for fresh, culturally appropriate, and affordable food but can also
provide job opportunities for residents, ways to build wealth, and can create places where communities
flourish.

Project Goals

1. To galvanize the community’s (repeated) need for food equity in city’s policy & future
developments.

2. To provide recommendations for inclusion & adoption of food equity success metrics within
existing policies & procedures.

3. To provide a path of accountability for developers, public and private owners to include food
equity related design solutions.

Background

Glossary

Foodscape – Foodscape conditions, such as high-quality public spaces and access to nutritious food
offerings, contribute to healthier food behaviors. In a healthy foodscape, there exists a diversity of food
places with a variety of food offerings at a range of price points. Similarly, the public life profile of a
successful foodscape should reflect the neighborhood’s demographic and cultural diversity. By creating
opportunities to eat in and around public spaces, the physical environment impacts how people choose to
enjoy their food. Additionally, if people are able to conveniently and comfortably walk, bike and take public
transportation around their community, their access to healthy food is usually higher.

Food Access – the spatial accessibility and affordability of food retailers---specifically such factors as
travel time to shopping, availability of healthy foods, and food prices---relative to the access to
transportation and socioeconomic resources of food buyers.
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Food Equity – the expansive concept that all people have the ability and opportunity to grow and to
consume healthful, affordable, and culturally significant foods.

Food Resource – Improving the foodscape in a neighborhood can mean increasing the number of ways
food can be grown, sold, or produced. Food resources can generate well-paid jobs and opportunities to
learn new skills and can include supermarkets but also bodegas, food hubs, food incubator spaces,
cooperative markets, and community gardens to provide multiple ways to access food.

Food Security – exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient,
safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.

Food Sovereignty – the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through
ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture
systems. It  prioritizes local and national economies and markets and empowers peasant and family
farmer-driven agriculture, artisanal – fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production, distribution and
consumption based on environmental, social and economic sustainability.

Urban Planning Impact on Foodscapes

Redlining, an urban planning practice of color-coding neighborhoods has had long-lasting and devastating

effects on Black neighborhoods since the practice began in the 1930s. During that time, banks appraised

areas that were eligible for government-issued mortgages and distinguished between neighborhoods that

were seen as good investments or were deemed “too risky” through the use of Home Owners' Loan

Corporation (HOLC) maps. Predominantly Black neighborhoods were typically deemed risky, which

prevented Black home buyers from securing government-backed mortgages with low interest rates. This

has led to stark disparities in generational wealth by race, with White households having a median net

worth of approximately $180,000 and Black households having a median net worth of approximately

$25,000. The result of residential redlining has also caused disparities in how cities and private interests

invest in neighborhoods, including how and where grocery stores are located.

Supermarket redlining is a term that was coined in the 1960s and is used to describe major chain

supermarkets’ disinterest in building store locations in inner cities or low-income neighborhoods and

usually pulling their existing stores out and relocating them to suburbs. Nationally, this has resulted in

low-income, typically urban communities lacking food grocers that sell healthy and affordable food.

Without access to fresh, good-quality food, impoverished areas are subjected to hunger, poor diets,

obesity, and other diet-related illnesses.

A neigborhood’s racial composition is a key factor which determines where supermarkets are established.

Even when controlling for income, predominantly Black neighborhoods tend to have about half the

amount of supermarkets within a five minute walk as compared to predominantly White neighborhoods

(Raja, Ma, and Yadav, 2008). This has led to an overabundance of smaller convenience stores in Black
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neighborhoods in order to fill the gap, which has in turn contributed to negative health consequences,

including higher rates of diabetes and obesity.

UN Food and Agriculture Organization, 2006; Hurley, 2021

Many factors including the lack of supermarkets determine neighborhood - wide food insecurity. To build

equitable foodscapes all the factors that influence and trigger that influence each other must be

considered. The four dimensions of food security, as shown in the chart to the above, highlights these

factors.For example spending trade-offs due to the burden of housing cost, individual coping strategies or

food marketing all determine levels of food insecurity.

History of Supermarket Greenlining

Today urbaning planning policies continue to have unintended consequences on neighborhood

foodscapes. City policies have promoted food access and offered incentives for additional supermarkets,

which has exacerbated gentrification in some cases. Greenlining occurs when grocers that promote fresh

but overpriced food target gentrifying neighborhoods as market opportunities for new stores. These

gentrifying areas are typically places with reduced access to reasonably priced food. The new, shiny, and

more expensive stores can increase racial and economic inequality and exclusion by providing offerings

that are out of reach to the existing residents. Supermarket greenling can create problems similar to

supermarket redlining by leaving low-income communities with limited access to full service grocers.

Gentrifying grocers often go out of their way to market themselves as ethical businesses concerned about

the neighborhoods in which they locate. This appeals to young, affluent, socially-conscious gentrifiers

who want to act as “ethical consumers”. These grocers tend to target upper income shoppers, and

gentrification increases with retail activity. New residents with higher incomes are able to buy from the
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newer, higher priced stores and provide market demand that supports new food establishments, creating

a snowball effect.

The process results in decreased availability of affordable food for vulnerable residents, while more

affluent and whiter communities are assured access through the arrival of new food stores and food

venues that signal neighborhood revitalization.

Community-Led Efforts to Improve Food Access and Equity

History of community-driven food advocacy

Historically, Black, indigenous, and other non-white communities have found ways outside of the

mainstream food system to feed themselves. The Covid-19 response of neighborhood institutions, when

compared to local governments to food security needs, has highlighted that historically, and even today,

community based institutions play a crucial role in meeting food needs when the government is

unprepared, unable or unwilling. Cooperative markets, community gardens, and religious institutions are a

few types of anchor institutions working to improve food equity at the neighborhood level. Beginning in the

1960s, several urban neighborhoods opened food cooperatives in response to disinvestment and

pressure from Supermarket redlining. Many cooperative markets, such as Park Slope Food Coop,

Norwood CSA Food Co-op, Bushwick Food Cooperative, and Harlem Food Co-op started as community

supported agriculture (CSA) or food buying clubs.

The proliferation of community and rooftop gardens has paved the way for new land ownership models

and urban agriculture business, such as Gotham Greens rooftop farms. Community gardens’ interests

have historically surfaced in times of crisis, beginning in World One and Victory gardens. The New York
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City Housing Authority Garden & Sustainability program and the Parks Department Green Thumb

program are the only two city-led efforts to preserve resident stewardship.

However, gardeners turn activists as they struggle to preserve this space in the face of new development.

During the 1990s and early 2000s, as new revitalization projects increased, many gardens were

demolished under Mayor Gulliani administration. Resident activists continue to form land trusts and

non-profit organizations to maintain ownership and access capital to maintain gardens. Through the

establishment of community development corporations, many self-help groups have been officially

recognized by the government. Nonetheless, community institutions are still often at odds with urban

development. Residents are limited in their power to contest development projects through lack of

knowledge. Local institutions and developers alike are disconnected from the process of creating

equitable food systems. Furthermore, limited resources and morality debates continue to constrain

governmental efforts to equitably address food scape development. The case studies below demonstrate

some of the existing barriers today in meeting community food needs.

Recent Case Studies

Harlem HQ - East Harlem

Harlem HQ, originally the 125th Street

Pathmark site in East Harlem, which

we highlighted during our fellowship

event. This particular location opened

in 1997 as a result of a campaign by

residents to bring more affordable and

healthy food into the neighborhood

and was one of the only full-service

supermarkets in the neighborhood

when it closed in 2015. During its

operation, it served 30,000 residents a week and employed over 200 unionized workers.

The site was purchased by the development company Extell after the 2016 East Harlem Neighborhood

Rezoning was adopted. They’re proposing a 9 story, 120-foot-tall office building that would contain some

retail space. Despite East Harlem residents defining affordable and healthy food as a priority during the

neighborhood rezoning process, the developer has made no commitment to adding a food resource

within the building.
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Although food equity was included within the list of the community’s needs during the outreach and

creation of the East Harlem Neighborhood Plan, it was not included in the city’s rezoning or

recommendations issued by DCP. As a result, private development owners and real estate developers

were not beholden to providing solutions to decrease food equity within East Harlem. This is a missed

opportunity to reinstate food access in a community that has long suffered from lack of access to fresh

food.

Chestnut Commons - East New York

Chestnut Commons, developed by Cypress

Hills Local Development Corporation

(CHLDC) in partnership with MHANY

Management, demonstrates the power of

community-led design. The project is one of

the first developments created as a result of

the 2016 East New York Neighborhood Plan.

The site was a former city-owned lot that will

be redeveloped into a 14-story mixed-use

building, housing 275 deeply affordable units.

The building will also include a food incubator space on the ground floor based on the communities’

stated need to expand homegrown food businesses, along with a credit union, a community center, and a

rooftop garden. Produce grown on the roof by residents will be sold within a cafe on the ground floor to

provide a circular economy within the building. Ahead of construction, CHLDC surveyed neighbors and

spoke with 20,000 to 30,000 residents through providing services in the neighborhood to determine what

to incorporate within the building.

Chestnut Commons is a great example of what can be achieved when the community's voices are heard.

The East New York Neighborhood Plan identified affordable housing and economic development as two

community goals. CHLDC was a good partner in development, understood the communities’ needs

because of their work in the community, and has delivered a project based on the results of their outreach

while contributing to the stated goals of the neighborhood plan.

Existing New York City Food Policy

New York City’s food policy has historically focused on nutrition and health outcomes, beginning with

policies adopted during the Bloomberg administration, and have included restrictions on trans fats, the

creation of an obesity task force, and the introduction of Health Bucks (Gearing and Anderson, 2014). In

2007, the Mayor’s Office of Food Policy was created with the intent to improve nutritional standards in
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city-provided meals, increase enrollment in the USDA’s SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance

Program) program, and increase food access in underserved communities.

DCP’s Going to Market study was released a year later with the intention of updating policies that address

the built environment and local food landscapes in order to combat obesity and diabetes. The report also

highlighted a need for supermarkets in underserved, historically BIPOC neighborhoods in the city. As a

result of the report, the New York City Food Task Force was created, and in 2009, EDC’s FRESH tax

incentive and DCP’s zoning incentive programs were launched to encourage the development of grocery

stores in targeted neighborhoods.

By 2010, the city started to think more holistically about food systems planning by finally recognizing

regional agriculture, food distribution, and food business development as important uses within the city.

OneNYC was released in 2015 by the De Blasio Administration, which was a comprehensive plan that

provided an approach to food planning that also acknowledged unequal access to food and food-related

jobs. Most recently, in 2021, The Mayor’s Office of Food Policy released the ten-year Food Forward plan.

DCP’s FRESH zoning incentive program is expanded to additional underserved neighborhoods in the

Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island.
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Policy Recommendations

Section 1: Food Retail Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) Recommendations

Background

FRESH Zoning Incentive

The Department of City Planning (DCP) is one of two agencies which administers the Food Retail

Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) incentive program. The zoning incentive allows developers to gain

additional floor area (up to 20,000 square feet) not available as-of-right when they provide a qualifying full

line supermarket on the ground floor of a new, mixed-use building. This results in the addition of more

apartments within the building in exchange for a grocery store that provides fresh meat, fruit and

vegetables, and other perishable goods in addition to a full range of grocery products. The program also

reduces the amount of required parking for food stores to incentivize new grocery store development and

also permits larger grocery stores as-of-right in light manufacturing (also known as M1) districts.

FRESH Tax Incentive

The NYC Economic Development Corporation (EDC), a nonprofit corporation that leverages the city’s

assets to drive economic growth throughout the city, administers the Food Retail Expansion to Support

Health (FRESH) tax incentive. The tax incentive program supports supermarket operators and developers

by providing a reduction of taxes on building, land, sales, and mortgages for 20-25 years. Specific

neighborhoods in the city have been designated to receive these benefits based on where levels of

poverty and unemployment exceed the citywide average.

FRESH Recommendations

Consider New Funding Streams for Alternative Food Retailers

The FRESH tax incentive is currently only available to supermarket operators that are able to spend

between $1 million and $5 million to outfit their grocery stores, which can be a large barrier to entry,

especially for underrepresented store operators. The tax incentive should be extended to developers

willing to incorporate an array of food businesses, including ethnic restaurants, food manufacturing,

composting facilities, and small food distribution businesses. Furthermore, DCP and EDC together should

identify light manufacturing areas as eligible food equity zones. Additionally, the city should offer new

funding models to cooperative markets and other non-profit food operators that are locally based, in the

form of micro grants or similar financial incentives, to assist with start-up costs to acquire land or partner

in owning space.
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Expand Eligibility for FRESH Tax Incentive Areas

Eligibility areas for the FRESH tax incentive program are based around census tracts where more than

50% of residents live below the poverty line and the unemployment rate is 1.25 times higher than the

state average. These boundary lines should be thoughtfully reconsidered. The criteria for the eligibility for

tax incentives should include stability of local economy, presence of small businesses for entrepreneurs.

There should be stronger consideration of historically redlined neighborhoods and how development has

been stunted in these areas due to racist city policies. Neighborhoods that have historically been left out

of equitable development practices should be considered first for new funding models to encourage

private and public investment in marginalized communities.

Introduce a Scorecard to Measure FRESH Stores’ Affordability, Freshness, and Local Offerings

DCP and EDC evaluate FRESH grocery stores up until the point of construction and only to ensure that

program requirements are met, including compliance with zoning. The Department of Health should

evaluate the efficacy of the grocery stores in providing food that benefits the community in terms of

affordability, freshness, and local production (within the tri-state area) similarly to how buildings are

evaluated for energy efficiency under Local Law 38. If grocery stores are receiving tax incentives and

additional residential floor area by providing a public good in the form of a supermarket, the stores should

be analyzed to determine whether the resource is truly providing a benefit to the community.

The FRESH scorecard would measure the following factors:

Factors (4 Ps) Interrogative Questions

Product Is there variety?
What is the quality of food sold?
Presence of empty shelves? (availability)
Do foods provide nutritional value? or Expiration
dates?

Price Is the price present?
Do stores offer sales prices?

Placement & Place Is there shelf space?,
Where is the location of items?Is the store clean?

Promotion Target audience/shoppers?

Ongoing engagement with distinct communities across the city is needed to understand perceived

“healthiness,” culturally appropriate food, and appropriate cost. An action plan should be created based
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on objective assessment of in-store retail food environments utilizing the 4Ps Scorecard .

Section 2: Environmental Review Recommendations

Background

A developer may submit an application to the Department of City Planning (DCP) for a development or

rezoning to meet their goals, which triggers an environmental review. Although this evaluation is not an

approval process but one of disclosure, it does affect the agency’s decision making on rezoning or

variance applications, project funding, and the issuance of discretionary permits.

What triggers an environmental review? If the answer is “yes” to any of the following questions, a review

is triggered.

1. Does the project need discretionary approvals or permits from any city agency?

2. Does the project need city funding?

3. Is the project being directly undertaken by a city agency?

After the environmental review, if DCP determines that the development may possess negative or

adverse effects, the agency issues a negative/positive declaration, which may trigger public input via

hearings or scope review meetings.

Furthermore, it is within the Uniform Land Use Review Procedure (ULURP), that New York City uses to

make sure most big land-use and private proposals get reviewed by the city’s elected officials and most

importantly, the public. This is triggered when the developer submits a draft impact report for the proposal.
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Environmental Review Recommendations

The current Evaluation Assessment Statement (EAS) Form used within the environmental review does

not include questions or metrics within its existing 22 chapters, to identify food inequity within land-use

proposals.

Secondly, the widely used Zoning Application Portal website does not show whether a land-use proposal

has met any Food equity success criteria. As a result, current private owners and real estate development

companies cannot be held accountable for their contribution to widening the food inequity gap in NYC.

The addition of a Food Equity Chapter within the environmental review’s Technical Manual paired with the

following questions listed on the EAS form, will provide an assessment of food equity on each proposal.

The proposed yes/no questions are as follows:

a. Is there a balanced-nutrition food source (retail) within ¼ mile of your development?

i. If no, is there more than 6,000 square feet of commercial space available to

accommodate a balanced-nutrition food business?

b. Is your development located within an existing manufacturing district?

i. If yes, will your development provide adequate space (more than 6,000 square

feet) for food production?

c. Will your development provide adequate space (more than 6,000 square feet) for food

growth/production to local businesses (based within NY state)?

d. Are there any city or government provided tax-incentives used to provide wider access to

balanced-nutrition food with your development?

e. Have you collaborated with the community board, local food organizations, advocacy

groups, food and city councils or environmental justice groups to determine the need(s)

for additional food businesses and/or community space in the immediate environs (5-7

mile radius)?

f. Will your development provide grant and/or sponsorship opportunities to local residents

with small food businesses?

g. Are there design strategies used to reduce food waste from entering local landfills?

The addition of a Food Equity Review filter located on the widely used Zoning Application Portal, will

indicate to the public that food equity is important to DCP, that this need has been addressed and that

equity can be measured quantifiably.

The goal of these recommendations to DCP are to provide a path of accountability for developers, public
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and private owners, to include food equity related design solutions. This will also galvanize the various

NYC communities’ repeated need for food equity to be reviewed in new developments and rezoning

proposals.
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Thank You!
Our work would not be complete without the following people, who generously donated their time and expertise to our team.

● Matt Becker, Cypress Hills Local Development Corporation
● Nevin Cohen, CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute
● Jenny Osman, NYC Economic Development Corporation
● Barry Dinerstein, NYC Department of City Planning
● Beth Bingham, Pratt Institute
● Monae Priolenau, Candidate for District Leader, NY Assembly District 56
● Rachel Atcheson, Office of the Mayor of New York City
● Lola Vieria-Sullivan, Urban Design Forum
● Katherine Sacco, Urban Design Forum
● Daniel McPhee, Urban Design Forum
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