
Centering Small Scale Agriculture in 
UNDER-RESOURCED Communities

Moving Beyond Farm-to-pantry



Intro: New City Neighbors
A non-profit organization in Grand 
Rapids Michigan. 

Our mission is to Empower Youth to 
Reach their Full Potential. 

Our strategy is Good Food.

New City Cafe: A weekly pop-up 
restaurant serving wood fired pizzas, 
soups and baked goods to teach 
farm-to-table

Neighborhood engagement events around 
racism and sexism in the food system, 
cooking, gardening, etc.

Add photo



New City Farm
● 3 acre, 3 site urban 

and rural farm social 
enterprise

● Services 250 CSA 
Customers 

● $140,000 annual sales
● 25% of produce grown 

going to low income 
customers through EBT, 
Fresh Markets and Food 
Pantries.

● Employs 20 youth 
annually

Add photo



Access Of West Michigan
● Access’ vision is to 

cultivate communities 
rooted in equitable 
systems.

● Good Food Programs
● Congregation Connections 

(housing assistance)
● Poverty Education Workshops
● Through partner 

collaboration, working 
towards holistic solutions 
to poverty by cultivating 
equitable systems through 
education and 
collaboration.



I Got 99 Problems…



I Got 99 Problems…
Low income consumers lack access to 
fresh produce

Fresh produce is often the 
leftovers of a system designed for 
wealthier consumers

Food pantries lack infrastructure 
for keeping fresh produce fresh

Food access movements are often 
White led

Farmers are overwhelming White

Small Scale Farmers often struggle 
to be sustainable and are asked to 
do too much

Price point required by small scale 
producers is outside the range of 
low income consumers

Direct-to-consumer farms already 
spend a substantial amount of time 
distributing the food they produce 
via CSAs, farmers markets or high 
end wholesale accounts



“Even as a farmer, I have to deal with the fact that when I come down to the farmers’ market and 
sell my produce I have to educate people about the value and cost of food, because I am surrounded 
by a food system—a subsidized food system—that skews the cost and value of food. My carrots are 
two dollars. They are two dollars because I am a for-profit farmer, and unlike the carrot for 99 
cents that’s sold in cellophane at the supermarket down the street or the bunch of carrots that 
you got for free from the food pantry, this two-dollar carrot is feeding me, my family, and it 
means something.

“It is a Band-Aid. I recently asked [the students in my gardening] classes, “What is the purpose of 
food pantries and food kitchens?” And of course they say, “To feed the poor,” and “to have access to 
food,” and so on. But the main function of these two approaches is [supposed to be] that they’re 
reserved for emergencies only. Instead, they’ve become a way of life.”

- Karen Washington, Its not a Food Desert, It’s Food 
Apartheid 



● Transactional
● Reactionary
● Relief-oriented
● Need-Based
● Paternalistic

Charitable Food Systems
● Transactional
● Reactionary
● Relief-oriented
● Paternalistic
● Need-based



Values of Good 
Food System Work



Good Food System Values

Grow → Invest → Engage → Collaborate → 
Change



How do we create a more equitable food system?

Invest in local

Sustainability and 
Transformation

Root causes



Previous Strategies



Healthy Corner store
Strengths: Meets consumer where they are 
at with minimal infrastructure 
improvements needed.

Drives additional customer traffic for 
the store.

Weaknesses: Volume of produce sales is 
too low to move highly perishable items. 

Produce needs to accompany other 
essential cooking ingredients.

Owners of store need to focus on 
profitability first and aren’t primarily 
invested in the interests of the 
community or the low income customer.



Neighborhood Farmstand
Strengths: Alternative direct market 
for an urban farm

Super fresh produce for the customer

Unique ethnic foods can be included

Direct farm to customer connection

Weaknesses: Volume of produce sales 
is too low to move highly perishable 
items, resulting in a direct lost for 
farmers 

Produce needs to accompany other 
essential cooking ingredients

Farm stands had limited hours

Another task on a long list of tasks



CSA Shares with EBT and Double 
Up Food Bucks
Strengths: Works within an existing farm’s 
distribution system

Super fresh produce for the customer

Very affordable for the customer: $14 per 
week on a Bridge Card

Guaranteed purchase for the farmer

Weaknesses: Choice is limited resulting in 
waste

Produce needs to accompany other essential 
cooking ingredients

CSA pick up has limited hours

Customer commitment is weaker

EBT equipment and reporting

Add photo of pick up



Empowering Home Gardening
Strengths: 

● Highly empowering
● Food sovereignty

Weaknesses:

● Finding stable and safe 
space to grow in can be a 
challenge

● Limited to seasonality
● Requires knowledge
● Not necessarily more 

affordable
● Some level of physical 

mobility is required

Add photo



CSA to Pantry
Strengths: 

● Low cost way to connect small scale 
produce to low income customers

● Works within an existing farm system
● Guaranteed purchase for farmer

Weaknesses: 

● CSAs are often designed for a middle 
to upper income family unit not bulk 
distribution

● Crop plans are driven by middle and 
upper income customers

● Unable to adapt to unique needs of 
the local communities surrounding the 
pantry

● Pantries are often viewed as being 
paternalistic

● Low customer choice and confusing
● Produce given away for free so not in 

built sustainability 



Farm to Fresh 
Market



S

● Healthy food retail social enterprises
● Housed in non-profit entities  who 

typically have a food pantry and other 
social services

● Produce sold at 50% of the retail 
value  (other products not necessarily)

● Sourcing Michigan-grown produce 



● Strategically partner with 
community resource centers in 
low food access areas

● Open to everyone, no income 
minimum or maximum

● Source food from local 
farmers (often much pricier) 
and places like Cherry 
Capital and Farm Link, also 
grocery stores

● Goal is to reduce barriers 
between small local farmers 
and their immediate 
neighbors

● Most markets accept many 
forms of government food 
assistance (SNAP/EBT)

How does it work?



The Social Enterprise Spectrum
Social Enterprise





Why Fresh Markets?
● Moving away from toxic charity model
● offers an affordable, dignified 

experience
● customer choice 

● Adaptable: each market is 
unique to its 
neighbors/demographics

● Hyper-local
● Pricing varies at each 

location-many with a sliding 
scale



Model 1: UCOM
● Smallest site
● Connecting to low income 

consumers
● Lots of buy-in from shoppers
● A good starting point
● Total Farm Direct Sales $23,875
● Strengths:
● Personal connection between 

market coordinator and shoppers
● Mobile Market option with 

pre-orders to over 50 apartment 
complexes

● Weaknesses-housed in same 
building as food pantry-feels 
less like a shopping experience

● Limited cooler space
● Confusion on part of 

pantry-goers as to what is 
pantry, what is market

Hours: M-W 9:30-4:30, Thurs: 10-6



Model 2: The Other Way
Unique Features:

● Houses a Co-op, a pantry and a Fresh 
Market. Co-op membership is $10 per month 
and members must be 200% of federal poverty 
line

● Total Farm Direct Sales $6,640

Strengths:

● Separate building-feels like a storefront
● Also sells other essentials
● Pay as you can sliding scale

Weaknesses:

● Separate building-not integrating 
relationships b/w pantry members

● Very crowded inside store
Hours: Tues-Fri 9-4pm



Model 3: UMCH
Unique Features:

● Junk food sold here to draw 
customers in

● Never started from a pantry 
model

● An intergenerational learning 
center so they are able to buy 
unsold produce for use in 
preschool and elderly programs

● Brick and mortar store 
separate from other outreach 
programs-good and bad

● Staff comes with more of a 
business background

● Outside storefront has a 
warehouse feel, as a new food 
store, it has been challenging 
draw in customers

Hours: T,W 11-5, Th:11-7, F: 9-5



Model 4: Community Food 
Club
Unique Features:

● Open to any Kent County 
household at or below 200% 
federal poverty

● Uses a Sam’s Club model with 
membership

● Produce is cheapest, processed 
food is more expensive

Strengths:

● 56% of what is sold is fresh 
produce

● Moves over 2000# of produce 
weekly

Weaknesses:

● Less local food due to amount 
moved daily

● Only 5 paid staff, and lots of 
volunteers help to run it Hours: M-F 10-5, Sat: 10-2



Model 5: Flat River 
Outreach MInistries
Unique Features:

● Not a funded partner
● Sits inside a thrift 

store

Strengths: 

● Buy-in from site
● One stop shopping with 

thrift store connection
● Previous social 

enterprise experience

Weaknesses:

● Not enough community 
members know it is 
there

Hours: M-F 10-6, Sat 10-2



The Farming Side: 
The Focus Share



Distribution Within an Existing System
Low Income Site Needs

● Meet the consumer where they are 
at

● Utilize existing non-profit 
infrastructure

● Provide desired produce only
● Provide choice
● Low cost produce
● Sustainability 

Farmer Needs

● Guaranteed purchase for the 
farmer

● Efficient one day distribution 
with sales totalling a minimum 
of $500 weekly 

● Financial Support to develop new 
distribution system

● Sustainability 



Community Informed Crop Plan: Food sites were surveyed with the end goal 
of determining 5 seasonal crops that would be delivered weekly in Bulk.

Season Item Quantity Cost
Broccoli 1 $2.50
Cabbage 1 $2.00

Carrots 2# $4.00

Lettuce 1 head $2.00

Peas 1 pt. $3.00

Total $13.50

Cilantro 2 bundle $3.00

Collards 2 bundle $4.00

Kale 2 bundle $4.00

Radishes 2 bundle $3.00

Season Item Quantity Cost
Spring Share CIlantro 1 bundle $1.50

Collards 1 bundle $2.00

Green Onions 1 bundle $1.50

Lettuce 2 heads $4.00

Spinach 1/2 # bag $4.00

Total $13.00

Spring Sub Items Kale 2 bundle $4.00

Radishes 2 bundle $3.00

May - June 15 June 15 - July 15



July 15 - August August - October

Season Item Unit Cost
Summer Share Beans 1# $4.00

Carrots 1# $2.00

Cucumbers 2 $3.00

Green Peppers 2 $2.00

Onions 1# $2.00

Total $13.00
Summer Sub 
Items Celery Head $2.00

Collards bundle $2.00

Green Tomato 1# $2.00

Jalapeno 6 $2.00

Kale bundle $2.00

Poblano 3 $2.00

Summer Squash 3 $2.00

Season Item Unit Cost

Carrots 1# $2.00
Onions 1# $2.00

Peppers (Red, Yellow) 3 $3.00

Tomatoes 2# $4.00
Tomatoes (Roma and 
Cherry) 1 pint $3.00

Total $14.00

Sub Items Cabbage Head $2.00

Celery Head $2.00

Eggplant 2 $3.00

Garlic 2 $3.00

Green Tomato 1# $2.00

Jalapeno 6 $2.00

Poblano 3 $2.00

Sweet Potatoes 1# $2.50



November - December August - October

Season Item Unit Cost
Fall Share Broccoli 1 2.5
Nov-Dec Carrots 2# 4

Garlic 1 head 1.5

Onions 1# 2

Potatoes 2# 4

Total 14
Fall Sub Item Butternut Squash 1 $2.50

Cabbage 1 $2.00

Season Item Unit Cost
Winter Share Carrots 1 $2.00
Feb-15-April Garlic 1 $1.50

Onions 1 $2.00

Potatoes 2 $4.00

Spinach 0.5 $4.00

Total $13.50



Choice combined with 
Stable Volume: The 
Weekly GooGle Form



“Buying local produce at the market impacts everyone- the local 
food system is strengthened, farmers can sell more because 
consumers are buying more, and there is better health for 
shoppers!”

- Fresh Market Customer



Community Feedback:
► 98% of shoppers reported that due to the 

market, they can cook healthier food for 
their household                                 

► 100% of shoppers reported the Market 
making it easier to access fresh fruits and 
vegetables in their neighborhood

► 90% of shoppers reported they feel their 
overall health has improved due to 
shopping at the markets

► 97.5% of shoppers report feeling more food 
secure because of shopping at the market



Strengths: Weaknesses:
● Low Income Customers have agency

● Low Income customers are a part of a community based 

solution

● Access to healthy local produce is improved

● More dignified than a pantry experience

● Revenue allows for increased sustainability

● Connected to LOcal Farmers

● Local food system is strengthened overall

● Stronger Community connections

● Seasonal availability still results in limited choice

● Single farm stream can result in inconsistent supply of 

crops

● Finding the right volume point for each stie can be 

challenging

● Long-term sustainability is questionable

● Marketing at sites should be improved to highlight 

farmers more



Thanks!
Contact us:

Lance Kraai, New City Neighbors, 
Operations Director

lancek@newcityneighbors.org 

www.newcityneighbors.org

Gratia Lee, Access of West Michigan, 
Good Food Systems Director

gratia@accessofwestmichigan.org

www.accessofwestmichigan.org

 

Other Resources:

Mother Hubbard’s Cupboard-Bloomington, IN
https://www.mhcfoodpantry.org/

Local Matters, Columbus, OH
https://www.local-matters.org/ 

Books:
Big Hunger by Andy Fisher
The Stop by Nick Saul and Andrea Curtis
Sweet Charity by Janet Poppendieck


