Toledo Food Assessment and Planning Project

Project Summary

The Toledo Food Assessment and Planning Project is an open-ended community food planning project.  Our major goals are to create better links between local producers of food and low-income consumers, and to identify economic opportunities for local residents to process and distribute food.

Project Director is Dr. Larry Clark, Executive Director of Toledo Area Ministries, who will provide linkages to community residents through the religious community.  Co-Director is Paula Ross, Research Associate at the University of Toledo Urban Affairs Center, who will focus on the needs of local farmers and neighborhood non-profits. Michael Szuberla, Executive Director of Toledo Grows, represents urban gardeners.  Research Associate Dr. Barbara Chesney will bring academic rigor to our research.  Data manager Gregg Rice will systematically organize findings and provide maps and graphical illustrations for our reports.  

The project’s first phase is a community food assessment, leading to a comprehensive report profiling our community’s food needs and the local resources available to meet them.  The second phase is a community food planning process, during which we will use our assessment to identify projects, partnerships, and policy changes which will use local resources to meet the food needs of low-income people and provide expanded economic opportunities for community residents.  
This process will create greater organizational capacity to influence local policies including outreach to and education of food stamp recipients, zoning for urban gardens, and economic support for new and existing food-related businesses including farmers markets.  Meeting the goals of this project will provide a solid framework to evaluate current local efforts to meet the food needs of low-income people and will provide a model for future efforts to address further need.  The process will broaden the coalition of individuals and organizations addressing these needs and enable us to move forward with future projects in a strategic way.

Project Description – Toledo Community Food Assessment and Planning Project

Community to be served and the needs to be addressed
The Toledo Community Food Assessment and Planning Project will serve Toledo Ohio and address the needs of its low-income citizens for better access to healthy affordable food as well as the need of its food producers for improved access to local consumers and processors.  

Like many “rustbelt cities,” Toledo has suffered the loss of manufacturing jobs and a consequent increase in the number of low-income residents.  

· In 1999, 17.9% of Toledo residents were below the poverty line, compared to 10.6% of all Ohioans (US Census, QuickFacts)

· In 2001, 53.6% of students in the Toledo Public Schools were eligible for free lunches. (Ohio Department of Education)

· In 2003, 23% of all school-age children in the Toledo Public Schools live in poverty. (US Census)

· On April 7th, 2006, the Toledo Blade, in a first-page article, reported a Milliken Institute prediction of “slow job growth” for the next eight years in Metro Toledo, with a predicted loss of more than five thousand manufacturing jobs.  The study identifies the ten fastest-growing jobs, seven of which are service industry jobs paying about $11 an hour or less.  

One of the results of Toledo’s manufacturing-related job losses and the increasing number of low-income residents is an increase in hunger and in household food insecurity:

· Over 233,000 people in Northwest Ohio received emergency food assistance in 2003; that total was up 157% since 2001. Of those seeking food assistance, 41% were children, totaling 91,484 children up from 71,269 in 2001.  The number of meals served in soup kitchens and shelters rose 150% in just two years to nearly 780,000 meals served.  Shelters saw the largest increase: from nearly 187,000 in 2001 to nearly 398,000 in 2003.The Toledo Northwestern Ohio Food Bank distributed 3.2 million pounds of food and grocery products to over 330 member agencies in Northwest Ohio in 2003. (from Toledo Northwestern Ohio Food Bank website)

At the same time, local food production is threatened.  The number of farms in Lucas County declined from 436 in 1997 to 405 in 2002.  The total value of agricultural products sold per farm declined by 28% (USDA 2002 Census of Agriculture).  Some farmers report that more than half of what they grow is not sold but wasted. If they are to succeed, small family farmers must develop additional markets in the community and new direct marketing opportunities.
There are many Toledo-area groups and individuals working to address the problem of food insecurity.  In addition to food distribution by food banks, Toledo Area Ministries’ Feed Your Neighbor program in 2005 provided 50,000 Lucas County families (households) with a 3-day supply of food – a total up from 40,000 in 2004 and expected to reach 60,000 in 2006.  The Area Office on Aging offers hot lunches at multiple senior nutrition sites as well as home delivery for a reasonable cost.  Feed Lucas County Children (FLCC) expects to provide 100,000 meals to school age children this summer, helping to replace during summer months the meals they receive in school during the school year.  The Toledo Lucas County Health Department is working to address nutrition, as well as other health-impacting behaviors, in two central city neighborhoods.

These efforts, however, are taking place in silos – they are not informed by any single comprehensive profile of our community and its food resources.  We propose to create that profile including demographic and socioeconomic characteristics such as population, age, race/ethnicity, household structure, and income, already available from existing data, illustrated with tables, graphs, and maps.  The profile will include existing data regarding participation in federal programs (WIC, Food Stamp, and Senior Nutrition programs) and use of emergency food resources including food banks and other community food-distribution programs.  
Many local organizations have measured household food security in our community.  We propose to collect and systematically organize that research and information and to supplement it by interviewing residents and/or conducting focus groups in partnership with community non-profits, churches, and emergency food providers.  
Working with local farmers and urban gardeners, churches, community development corporations and local government officials, we propose to assess the availability and affordability of food sold through retail and other food resources.  Do residents of Toledo’s low-income neighborhoods have access to grocery stores?  Do neighborhood stores sell healthy affordable food?  Do residents have knowledge of and transportation to the downtown Farmers’ Market?  
There is no existing network which links the separate efforts of those who are trying to improve food security. There is no comprehensive strategy to use existing resources or to identify projects, partnerships, and policies that will use those resources to maximize food security in our community. We believe that by bringing these individuals and organizations together to create and share this assessment, we will create and facilitate an informational mechanism that is truly participatory and planning-based.  
Organizations involved in the project
Toledo Area Ministries (TAM) is an ecumenical ministry of 125 congregations and six denominational sponsors. With a mission of “Meeting Human Need, Creating Community and Working for Justice” TAM has a history of working on issues of food distribution and advocacy.  One of TAM’s programs is Feed Your Neighbor, which feeds over 50,000 families annually through twelve food pantries.  TAM was the lead agency for the Lucas County Hunger Task Force which assessed hunger and emergency food providers in 2004. TAM proposes to facilitate a broader community-based planning process to explore systemic approaches to this crucial local and regional problem.
The Urban Affairs Center (UAC) is a research unit of The University of Toledo whose mission is to enhance the vitality of, and improve the quality of life in, Northwest Ohio's urban region. The UAC has partnered with community development corporations (CDCs), schools, and local governments on projects involving policy development, neighborhood planning, community education, and advocacy and is engaged in ongoing cluster-based economic development; one of the clusters identified is specialized agriculture.  The UAC will involve UT faculty members as resources wherever appropriate.  

Toledo GROWs is the primary outreach program of the Toledo Botanical Garden committed to helping neighborhoods create community gardens and green spaces in urban Toledo.  Toledo Grows assists over 45 community gardens and demonstration greening projects serving over one thousand gardeners, including senior citizens, children and individuals with special needs.  Toledo GROWs is helping a diverse range of people grow their own food, learn nutritional values and become more active in improving their community. 

 

Project Goals and Objectives
We will create better links between local producers of food and local low-income consumers of food. We will identify economic opportunities for local residents to process and distribute food.

The first phase of our project is a community food assessment, the objective of which is to produce a report profiling our community’s food needs and the local resources available to meet them.  
The second phase is a community food planning process, the objective of which is to use our community food assessment as a basis for the identification of projects, partnerships, and policy changes which will use local resources to meet the food needs of low-income people and provide expanded economic opportunities for community residents.  Through this process, we will increase awareness of local low-income consumers of the availability of fresh locally-grown foods at the Farmers Market located in downtown Toledo.  We will identify expanded opportunities to bring food from local producers into the community, benefiting both low-income consumers of food who currently do not have access to fresh locally-produced food and local farmers who currently lack sufficient buyers for the foods they produce.  This may include recommendations for additional farmers’ markets or food buying clubs organized by neighborhoods, churches, or other community non-profits. We will initiate and facilitate a conversation between the owners of neighborhood stores (most of which currently do not offer fresh produce) and local farmers.  


We want to identify new or expanded economic opportunities for community residents through new food production, food processing (especially processing of local food), and food distribution businesses (especially those which buy their supplies from local producers and processors).  This may include policies which make more land available for urban gardens, economic assistance for new food-based businesses, buy-local policies for local business or governmental food purchases (especially institutions such as schools, senior facilities, and correctional facilities), and other  benefits and opportunities  to be identified by the project.
We will use this process to create greater organizational capacity by building a collaborative structure, for example, a Food Policy Council, from which to help improve local policies including outreach to and education of food stamp recipients, zoning for urban gardens, economic support for new and existing food-related businesses including farmers markets, and other food-policy-related activities.  
Activities to Achieve the Goals
Our first activity will be the establishment of a Steering Committee, which will include representation from Toledo Area Ministries, The University of Toledo, and Toledo Grows.  Additionally, we have identified representatives from Lucas County Jobs & Family Service (JFS), the City of Toledo, the Center for Innovative Food Technology, Area Office on Aging, the Board of the Toledo Public Schools (TPS) District, and from area CDCs.  Through these organizations, we will identify low-income residents who will also be invited to serve on the Steering Committee. We will meet monthly, and at least half of our meetings will be at times and places accessible to those who cannot attend during traditional work hours.  
Simultaneously, we will compile existing data (U.S. Census, food stamp usage, food banks, Feed Lucas County Children (FLCC), Toledo Public School (TPS), county Hunger Task Force) and make plans to interview residents and conduct focus groups with residents reached through participating organizations or, if deemed necessary, systematically sampled.  Final decisions as to which data to collect, what questions to ask of residents, and how to reach those residents, will be made only after a functioning, inclusive Steering Committee is in place.  
When a comprehensive profile of our community and its food resources is in place (existing data), we will address the more local aspects of food security and local resources available to increase food security for Toledo residents.  This will be a process that is participatory and informed by community members at every stage. 
We plan to assess the resources available to low-income residents to meet their food needs via key study questions.  For example, do low-income residents have easy access to supermarkets?  Do low-income residents have knowledge of and transportation to the local Farmers’ Market? Do neighborhood stores stock the ingredients necessary to prepare healthy meals?  Do low-income residents have access to basic (refrigerators, stoves) or more specialized kitchen appliances (microwaves, slow-cookers, etc.) with which to prepare these foods?  Do low-income residents have adequate knowledge of and access to recipes for nutritious, culturally-appropriate foods?  Do low-income residents have access to land for urban gardens?  Are there available, lead-free, vacant lots on which to create these gardens?  Do city regulatory policies encourage this practice?  
We will survey at least 150 recipients of emergency food at Feed Your Neighbor sites, asking the questions detailed above. We will conduct focus groups with residents (4 groups of 8-10 residents each) identified by churches or community non-profits, with the goal of gaining greater understanding of the food security of low-income residents.  Interviews will be designed by Research Associate Dr. Barbara Chesney and conducted by Dr. Chesney, the Graduate Assistant, and Steering Committee members.   Focus groups will be designed and conducted by Dr. Chesney.  Results will be analyzed by the Project Director and Co-Director, Research Associate, and representative stakeholders.  
We anticipate that the answers to the study questions will identify a multitude of opportunities for projects, partnerships, and policy recommendations which would increase the food security of low-income citizens.  For example, a local non-profit might develop a community kitchen to train low-income residents in preparation of low-cost healthy meals or a neighborhood carry-out could partner with local farmers to offer fresh produce in season.  A central city church could develop a buying club.  A neighborhood school could combine an urban garden with an after-school program and classes in nutrition and cooking for children and parents.  We believe that once we develop a picture of the need and the resources available to meet that need, partnerships will emerge to address these and other opportunities.

The Steering Committee will assess and prioritize these opportunities and produce a report, including the planning assessment and the recommendations which result.  We will conduct at least four community meetings with various sectors of the community, including churches, community non-profits, the owners of neighborhood stores, local farmers, and local elected officials from Lucas County, the City of Toledo, and the Board of the Toledo School District, to communicate our findings and recommendations.  We will disseminate the report through the media as well.
Timeline
We will establish an inclusive Steering Committee by the end of November 2006.  During this period we will also compile and systematically organize existing data, both federal and local, including community demographic data and residents’ use of federal food programs and local emergency food providers.  From November 2006 through February 2007, we will compile local supplementary data through surveys, interviews, and focus groups to augment existing information we have identified.  In February 2007 the Steering Committee will review the compiled data, identify additional information needed to complete our assessment, and agree on the format of our initial report.  This initial report will be produced in March 2007.  

From February 2007 through June 2007 we will communicate our findings and disseminate the assessment portion of our report through local media and in meetings with farmers, retailers, community non-profits, public health professionals, churches, and local government officials.

Through these community meetings and focused discussions of our assessment with stakeholders, the Steering Committee will identify potential projects, programs, partnerships, and policy changes which would meet the food needs of low-income people and create economic opportunities for local producers, processors, and distributors of food.  The Committee will prioritize these potential next steps according to their impact and the likelihood of their success.  The results of this second phase of our project will be evaluated by the Steering Committee in June 2007, published as a second report, and announced in August 2007.  
During July, August and September 2007, we will work with stakeholders to begin implementing the high-priority projects, partnerships, programs and policy changes.  These may include formation of a community food council.  Other possible actions include the founding of buying clubs or the establishment of new community based-businesses to produce, process, or distribute food. Other possibilities will emerge throughout the assessment and planning phases of the project.
Relationship to Program Objectives

This project addresses the Program Objectives outlined by the Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program as detailed selectively below.
Organizational eligibility: Toledo Area Ministries is eligible to and capable of assessing food security in the defined community of Toledo with the goal of improved community food security.

Meeting low-income needs: This project’s main incentive and motivation is to develop a planning structure designed to meet the food needs of a defined low-income population.
Increased self-reliance: A number of mechanisms for self-reliance enhancement for community members and food producers are inherent in the planning process outlined. For example, the food currently discarded by farmers can be systematically saved and redirected for usage when networks for redistribution are clearly identified.
Long-term solutions: The type of singular, comprehensive collective information that will be generated by the identification, assembly, and expansion of Toledo-area resources is expressly geared toward long-term planning and restructuring in addition to current planning objectives involving identification of short-term resources.

Marketing innovation: There are various simple yet effective and creative activities that can significantly change the food distribution and security scene in Toledo suggested by the proposed planning project. For example, incentives can be built to bring food from farmers to carry-out locations to feed currently neglected subpopulations and sites with healthy food.

Member-generated plans and outcomes: The very inclusive nature of the proposed participatory project design will ensure that members of low-income populations are at once targets for direct benefits and participants in the iterative planning process. Such a “community-based” framework will adhere to the principles of participatory action research.
Assessment of existing assets: This project aims to highlight positive resources and aspects of the existing Toledo-area food security and food distribution realities, and to emphasize those even in the face of crucial need and incomplete resource networks and mechanisms.

Overview: Community and Organizational Commitment
The organizations involved in this projects are extremely eager to move forward with projects and partnerships with goals identical to those of the Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program, especially the goals of meeting the food needs of low-income people, increasing the self-reliance of our local community in providing for our own food needs, and creating innovative marketing activities that mutually benefit agricultural producers and low-income consumers.
Meeting the goals of this project will provide a solid framework from which to evaluate current activities, broaden the coalition of individuals and organizations which are addressing these needs, and move forward to meet future needs in a strategic way.  The greater Toledo, Ohio setting provides levels of need, future potential, and established organizational expertise to create an excellent arena in which to demonstrate the power of strategic planning and focused project design.
Toledo Community Food Assessment and Planning Project

Key Personnel

As PROJECT DIRECTOR of the Toledo Food Assessment and Planning Project Dr. Larry Clark, Executive Director of Toledo Area Ministries, will oversee all aspects of the project and will be directly responsible for oversight of funding and accomplishment of project goals. Dr. Clark will participate in the steering committee and all community meetings and will have primary responsibility for linking all aspects of the project to low-income residents and the organizations which represent them.  Dr. Clark will have responsibility for disseminating findings to the approximately 425 churches, synagogues, mosques and temples in the Toledo area.  

As CO-PROJECT DIRECTOR, Paula Ross, 
Research Associate at the University of Toledo Urban Affairs Center, will provide day-to-day management and co-ordination of the activities of the Steering Committee and other key personnel, including creation of a project calendar and a project organizational chart as defined by the steering committee.  Ms. Ross will monitor timelines and provide an ongoing communication link between key personnel and all steering committee participants.  Ms. Ross will have responsibility for linking all aspects of the project to local farmers.

RESEARCH ASSOCIATE Dr. Barbara Chesney, Associate Professor of Sociology and Chair of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, will provide study design, sampling, and field methodology consulting as well as planning process design and evaluation. Dr. Chesney will assist Project Director and Co-Project Director in field and community liaison efforts, including conducting focus groups and resident interviews. She will supervise University of Toledo graduate student assistant work at TAM and other community organizations. Dr Chesney will have responsibility for the dissemination of initial findings to the academic community and will assist with the dissemination of planning process reports and results to community organizations and local stakeholders.
The GRADUATE STUDENT ASSISTANT will work with TAM and other community organizations, under the supervision of the Research Associate, to identify and organize existing information for the construction of the planning process. The Graduate Student Assistant will assist the Project Director, Research Associate, and other project staff in data assembly, analysis, and report generation.
DATA MANAGER, Gregg Rice, will work with the Project Director and Co-Project Director, Research Associate and Graduate Student Assistant to assemble existing data and to systematically organize existing and original data.  The Data Manager will aid in production of graphs, charts, and maps to be presented as part of the project report.

Michael Szuberla, Director of Toledo GROWs, will serve as a member of the steering committee and will have responsibility for linking all aspects of the project to individuals and organizations involved in urban gardening.  Mr. Szuberla has organized several conferences in the past focused on creating a sustainable local food system. 

David Mann, Executive Assistant to Lucas County Commissioner Pete Gerken, will serve as liaison to the Lucas County Board of Commissioners and the Lucas County Department of Jobs and Family Services
Dr. Neil Reid, Director, University of Toledo Urban Affairs Center, will serve as liaison to the University community.
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