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The conclusions in this report are entirely those of the Coalition, and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of any other entity mentioned herein.  
 
For more information on the Coalition, visit www.nyccah.org 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Copyright © 2006, New York City Coalition Against Hunger 
 



 

3 

Message from the Executive Director 
 
If you can't find nutritious foods, or if you can't afford them, you can't eat them. That's the 
basic message of this report. 
 
As we document in graphic detail, in too many low-income neighborhoods, it is nearly 
impossible to find fresh, nutritious food. When such food can be found, it is often more 
expensive than junk food and high-calorie restaurant food. No wonder that rates of 
obesity are often the highest in the very low-income neighborhoods that have the highest 
rates of hunger and food insecurity. The compelling maps below tell this story more 
clearly than reams of narrative ever could.  
 
All this data points the way to an important policy conclusion: efforts by government 
agencies and nonprofit groups to educate the public on the importance on eating more 
nutritious food will fail if such foods are not affordable and available. Thus, rather than 
patronizingly lecturing low-income New Yorkers on the need to eat better, our public 
institutions should devote more resources to giving low-income families the tools to 
enable them to do so.  
 
We should increase the availability of food stamps and WIC food stamps benefits, and 
ensure that low-income neighborhoods have more farmers' markets that accept these 
benefits. We must also increase the access of low-income children to nutritious school 
meals, after-school snacks, and summer meals, as well as help food pantries and soup 
kitchens obtain more fresh produce. 
 
The New York City Coalition Against Hunger stands ready to work with all interested 
funders, government agencies, partner nonprofit groups, private citizens, health care 
professionals, and concerned citizens to make these goals a reality. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Joel Berg, Executive Director 
New York City Coalition Against Hunger 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

4 

Executive Summary 
 
This report maps the location of food resources in three New York City neighborhoods 
and to examine access to nutritious food among low-income New Yorkers. The report 
draws on the first publicly available dataset showing the current locations of almost 
every major food source in NYC, available at www.nyccah.org.   
 
This report finds many obstacles facing residents of low-income communities: poor 
supermarket access; a skewed balance of food retailers favoring unhealthy restaurant 
consumption; a need for more alternative forms of retail like farmers’ markets; a largely 
uncoordinated charitable response to hunger that excludes many working-poor families; 
and a lack of access to basic government assistance in maintaining a healthy diet.  
 
The report concludes that these obstacles can be removed through concerted public 
efforts, and lays out general citywide strategies as well as policy prescriptions for each of 
the neighborhoods examined.    
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Introduction 
 
Finding and purchasing the right amount 
and quality of food for a healthy lifestyle 
– on which not just our individual, but 
our public health is dependent – is a 
challenge strongly influenced by outside 
forces, in particular geography. Simply 
put, no matter who you are, it matters 
most where you live.  
 
This report showcases a high-level, 
“food systems” examination of food 
access in three low-income 
neighborhoods in New York City. The 
neighborhoods chosen for this 
showcase were Central Harlem (in 
Manhattan), Brownsville (in Brooklyn) 
and a portion of the South Bronx known 
as Community District 1 (CD1).  
 
These three communities were chosen 
for both their similarities and differences. 
Each neighborhood is a place where 
poverty holds sway over many 
residents’ lives. Hunger, malnutrition 
and diet-related diseases are prevalent 
in each community. However, the 
history, geography and demography of 
these neighborhoods are quite distinct, 
as well as the stories they tell about 
access (or lack thereof) to healthy food. 
 
These stories include: 
 
Supermarket size 
Many studies have demonstrated a 
positive relationship between the size of 
a food retailer and the affordability and 
quality of healthy food. In a 
neighborhood with many bodegas and 
few large supermarkets, this balance is 
clearly tipped in favor of poorer-quality 
food but ironically, steeper prices. This 
makes for a stark choice: should a low- 
 

 
 
income family go hungry trying to 
purchase the healthiest food, or survive 
on the cheapest options available? 
 
Food at home vs. away from home 
Many studies show that food eaten 
away from home tends to be less 
healthy, and more calorie-dense, than 
food eaten at home. In addition, most 
restaurants in low-income areas favor 
cheap ingredients and business models 
that could only be described as “fast 
food.” Faced with few affordable 
supermarkets, and an abundance of 
cheap, fast food in its place, is it any 
wonder that obesity and diet-related 
diseases are as rampant as hunger? 
 
“Green” alternatives 
Among many higher-income New 
Yorkers, “green” alternatives to 
traditional retailers like farmers’ markets, 
CSAs and community gardens are 
making a substantial impact in 
purchasing choices beyond their 
relatively small business confines. How 
much access do low-income New 
Yorkers have to these healthier 
alternatives? 
 
Charity vs. government food assistance 
There are over 1200 charitable, largely 
uncoordinated food providers citywide, 
but only a handful of offices controlling 
access to effective government 
remedies like food stamps and WIC 
checks. How can private, charitable 
services for low-income New Yorkers be 
more effectively coordinated, and what 
more can the City do to ensure that all 
New Yorkers, regardless of where they 
live, have access to the federally-funded 
entitlements that are their right? 
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Commonly used terms in this report 
 
EFP – Acronym for “Emergency Food 
Program,” a generic term for both soup 
kitchens and food pantries. These 
programs serve free food to low-income 
New Yorkers. Soup kitchens serve 
prepared food to a wide assortment of 
clients from working families to 
homeless individuals. Food pantries 
offer bagged groceries for clients to 
prepare at home, and tend to serve 
more elderly, working families and 
children.  
 
Food Retailer – The size classes used 
in this report capture basic distinctions: 
retailers under 4,000 sq. ft. may be 
thought of as “bodegas” or corner 
stores, 4000-20,000 sq. ft. as mid-sized 
markets (including “green-grocers”), and 
over 20,000 sq. ft. as true 
“supermarkets.” 
 
Restaurants – Any NYC food retailer 
designed for the majority of purchased 
food to be prepared and eaten on the 
premises; this includes both fine dining 
and fast food outlets.  
 
Farmers’ Markets –NYC markets in 
which farmers offer their goods directly 
to the public as a form of “direct 
agricultural marketing.” Although most 
farmers’ markets analyzed in this report 
accept food stamps (either universally or 
by individual farmers), only a third of all 
markets citywide do likewise. 
 
Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA) – Another form of direct 
agricultural marketing in which NYC 
households join together to contract with 
a farmer for an entire season of  
 
 

 
 
produce, paid for in advance and 
delivered weekly. Similar to a buying 
club, this form of retail transfers the risks 
associated with the growing season to 
the buyer, who is rewarded with bulk 
prices and very fresh produce. 
 
Community Gardens – Unregulated 
green spaces, usually tended by 
community members. Many community 
gardens occupy formerly vacant, rubble-
strewn lots, and are protected from 
development by the City as long as they 
are maintained. It is unknown precisely 
how many gardens produce food in 
NYC – available evidence suggests 
around three quarters.  
 
Summer Feeding Sites - Operating out 
of NYC schools, pools, housing projects 
and other sites, these programs offer 
free food to all children regardless of 
income during the summer months. 
They are fully funded by federal dollars.  
 
Food Stamps offices – City-run offices 
where low-income New Yorkers can 
apply to receive an Electronic Benefits 
Transfer (EBT) card. This card stores a 
monthly allotment of money that may 
only be used to purchase unprepared 
food that is eaten away from the food 
retailer premises. Most food retailers 
citywide accept EBT for payment. 
 
WIC offices – State-administered offices 
where low-income women who are 
pregnant or have small children can 
apply to receive monthly WIC 
allotments. Similar in use to EBT, WIC 
may be used by recipients to purchase 
only specific healthy foods for 
themselves and their children. 
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South Bronx CD 1 
 
South Bronx CD1, including the 
community of Mott Haven and parts of 
nearby Morrisania and Melrose, is 
historically one of the poorest 
neighborhoods in the nation.  
 
CD1 includes both densely populated 
residential areas that experienced so-
called “white flight” in the 1970s, as well 
as a large industrial swath along its 
southern border which has suffered 
since NYC’s manufacturing sector 
began to decline in the 1980s. The 2000 
Census found that 45% of this area’s 
residents live beneath the poverty line.   
 
How has this severe, but relatively 
recent poverty affected food access?  

 
Anecdotal reports suggest that CD1 
residents often travel to other parts of 
the Bronx to shop, and maps of the area 
demonstrate why. Map 1 clearly 
demonstrates the near-total absence of 
large food retailers within the district 
boundaries. Unlike the “green” retailers 
(farmers’ markets and CSAs) that have 
sprung up to meet the demand for 
affordable produce, no large grocery 
chains have been willing to build in this 
neighborhood, dramatically affecting the 
quality and price of available food.  
 
 

 
But while large grocers have shunned 
the area, restaurants (shown in Map 2) 
have sprung up on every major street 
surrounding the densely populated 
areas. The result of these parallel trends 
is much more consistent access to food 
eaten away from home than food eaten 
at home. Observation also suggests that 
most restaurants in this area serve 
unhealthy food.  
 
Maps 3 & 4 compare charitable and 
government-funded food assistance for 
residents who cannot afford enough 
food for a healthy lifestyle.  
 
Map 3 makes clear that while federally-
funded summer meals sites for children 
are geographically well-dispersed, they 
are not designed to meet the needs of 
the most densely populated areas. In 
contrast, charitable EFPs have done a 
better job of building services where 
there is need, but this has led to an 
overabundance of uncoordinated 
services in some areas. Better 
coordination of these EFPs could yield 
more resources for these agencies, 
such as by coordinating EFPs in the 
northern half of the district with the large 
number of community gardens there. 
Map 4 makes these geographic 
differences between charitable and 
government-funded food sources even 
more explicit.
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Central Harlem 

 
Central Harlem, long a pocket of poverty 
that stood in stark contrast to the 
affluence of lower Manhattan, has seen 
resurgence in recent years of real estate 
development and gentrification.  
 
Small parts of Central Harlem were 
originally designed for rich homeowners 
– areas like Sugar Hill, Strivers’ Row 
and Astor Row were known in the early 
twentieth century as aristocratic nabes. 
Almost immediately, much of this 
housing stock decayed, giving rise to 
crime and poverty. However, in the last 
ten years the neighborhood has once 
again seen a rise in middle- and high-
income tenants.  
 
How has this gentrification affected food 
access? Unsurprisingly, while it has 
certainly been felt in rising rents, 
gentrification may also have improved 
low-income residents’ access to 
affordable, healthy food.  
 
Map 1 demonstrates the wide 
availability of food from supermarkets of 
various sizes. While the number of large 
retailers is higher in the relatively 
middle-class northern half of the district, 
the poorer southern half also has some 
diversity in the size of its retailers. Of 
note, while it does not fall within the 
district boundaries, the Pathmark 
supermarket located at 125th and 
Lexington (in a very  
 

 
 
low-income area) is one of the largest 
food retailers in Manhattan. 
 
Likewise, Central Harlem residents 
appear to have consistent geographic 
access to restaurant food regardless of 
their income. Map 2 demonstrates the 
ubiquity of these establishments, which 
anecdotally tend to offer a wider 
selection of prepared food beyond “fast 
food.” Further research could draw out 
distinctions in the relative quality of 
these restaurants’ offerings.  
 
Maps 3 and 4 in this series once again 
examine the relative placement of 
charitable vs. government food 
assistance. Government assistance 
offices and summer feeding sites are 
well-placed geographically, but not 
necessarily with an eye to the greatest 
need, whereas charitable feeding 
agencies tend to surround the lower-
income areas.  

 
Overall, Central Harlem appears to have 
the greatest geographic access to food 
of our three focus districts, although the 
quality of food available (particularly at 
EFPs and restaurants) and prices at 
these establishments is unknown. This 
increased access may be tied to the 
recent gentrification of the 
neighborhood, which has brought a 
number of small businesses to the 
community.
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Brownsville 

Of the three neighborhoods examined in 
this report, perhaps none has seen 
more hard times than Brownsville.  
Before 1960, Brownsville played host to 
some of the most notorious organized 
crime in the city. After 1960, many poor 
Black and Puerto Rican families moved 
into the community. Today Brownsville 
is 95% people of color, and one of the 
poorest communities in Brooklyn. Food 
access here remains sub-standard.  

Map 1 of Brownsville demonstrates the 
concentration of supermarkets around 
the areas of highest population density. 
This mix of medium and small retailers 
gives many Brownsville residents a 
slightly negative balance of food 
options. However, in the northern end of 
the district this balance is more skewed 
– as in the South Bronx, the only 
available outlets here are bodegas. 
While there is a farmers’ market in the 
district, the market currently supports a 
solitary tomato farmer.  
 
Map 2 further examines the balance 
between food available at supermarkets 
vs. food eaten at restaurants. Not 
surprisingly, restaurants in Brownsville 
tend to cluster around areas of both 
high population density and high 
poverty. The number of restaurants is 
particularly pronounced on Pitkin Ave, 
which provides the northern border of 
the neighborhood’s housing projects as 
well as its only subway station. This 
placement guarantees that 
Brownsville’s low-income residents 
have consistent access to food away  

 
 

from home. This is not a good thing – 
nearly all these restaurants could be 
characterized as unhealthy “fast food.”  
 
Maps 3 & 4 offer views on the relative 
availability of charitable food and 
government food assistance. While both 
food streams appear to be plentiful, 
these maps also obscure important 
distinctions. For instance, while there 
are 40 EFPs located in the district, and 
there have been important efforts to 
coordinate these, many still keep very 
similar, limited hours (see “The 
Limitations of Emergency Food,” pp. 
25).  
 
Likewise, while it appears that there are 
a large number of access points to 
government food assistance, a closer 
look reveals that these are all summer 
feeding sites and WIC clinics, designed 
only with children and new mothers in 
mind. Access to food stamps, a much 
broader entitlement for working families, 
is nonexistent in Brownsville. The 
closest food stamps access point is a 
job center nearly 2 and half miles away.
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The Limitations of Emergency Food 
 
Across New York City, EFPs 
overwhelmingly serve food only during 
weekday, business hours. As shown 
below, this system was primarily 
established to accommodate the 
jobless. However, working families have 
recently become one of the fastest 
growing populations at these agencies.  
 
As a result, many low-income families 
now find themselves cut off from 
charitable food as they pursue jobs that  
 

 
 
might lift them out of poverty in the long-
term. This is an example of a short-term 
“benefits cliff” faced by struggling 
families that provides a disincentive for 
pursuing low-wage employment.  
 
Contrast this limited availability with the 
hours of supermarkets that accept food 
stamps: while there are only a handful of 
EFPs open after 5pm, there are literally 
hundreds of food retailers accepting 
food stamps on nights and weekends. 
     

 
 
Emergency Feeding Program Matrix  
This displays the hours during the week that EFPs are open in each community district. 
 
Color Key: # of programs    
None 1 to 2 3 to 6  7 to 10 
                        

 
South Bronx – Bronx Community District 1 
 8am 9am 10am 11am 12pm 1pm 2pm 3pm 4pm 5pm 6pm 7pm 8pm 
Monday                                                     
Tuesday                                                     
Wednesday                                                     
Thursday                                                     
Friday                                                     
Saturday                                                     
Sunday                                                     

 
Brownsville – Brooklyn Community District 16 

 8am 9am 10am 11am 12pm 1pm 2pm 3pm 4pm 5pm 6pm 7pm 8pm 
Monday                                                     
Tuesday                                                     
Wednesday                                                     
Thursday                                                     
Friday                                                     
Saturday                                                     
Sunday                                                     

 
Central Harlem – Manhattan Community District 10 

 8am 9am 10am 11am 12pm 1pm 2pm 3pm 4pm 5pm 6pm 7pm 8pm 
Monday                                                     
Tuesday                                                     
Wednesday                                                     
Thursday                                                     
Friday                                                     
Saturday                                                     
Sunday                                                     
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The promise of alternative retailers 
 
By Syane Roy, Greenmarkets volunteer 
 
Although “food deserts” in NYC will not 
be eliminated by any single solution, the 
role of “green” food – food from farmers’ 
markets, CSAs and community gardens 
– will compose an important part of any 
efforts to combat them.  
 
In addition to the well publicized 
environmental, social and economic 
benefits to the community and local 
region, green food also can help to 
encourage health and wellness in 
communities underserved by the current 
food environment. 
 
Since produce has a low profit margin 
and tends to spoil quicker than other 
packaged items, the small retail outlets 
that populate these neighborhoods have 
little incentive to stock fresh produce, 
opting instead for preservative-laden, 
processed foods.  

 
Since this 
seems to be 
a problem 
stemming 
from the 
nature of 
produce as a 
product, it 
may be more 
practical to 
contract out 
the sale of 
produce to 
the growers 
themselves. 

The nature of green food is that it has 
relatively low overhead and the sale of 
items can be as flexible as necessary.  

 
Green food, which many times is picked 
within hours of its sale, is as fresh as 
any New Yorker can get it. Food that is 
eaten as close to picking as possible 
has been shown in many studies to 
have higher nutritional content than food 
that has been shipped long distances 
and sits on a shelf in a store for days.  
 
The major benefit of green food in terms 
of promoting health and well-being in 
these targeted neighborhoods is the 
ability of green food to provide their 
residents with a choice. In addition to 
providing an attractive looking (and 
healthy) alternative to the glut of fast 
food in these areas, it will also help to 
improve produce variety and quality in 
neighborhoods where the grocery store 
fare leaves something to be desired.  
 
Although providing a healthy choice for 
people is not a guarantee that they will 
make the healthy choice, it at least 
ensures that the consumption of high-
fat, low-nutrition foods is not the only 
option.
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Recommendations 
 
Although no one policy can meet the 
unique needs of every low-income 
neighborhood, there are several 
overarching goals that would benefit all 
low-income New Yorkers.  
 
1) Better coordination and accessibility 
of federally-funded nutrition benefits like 
food stamps, WIC, and school meals. 
This task could only be meaningfully 
accomplished by the creation of a new 
citywide Office of Food and Nutrition, 
and greater support for facilitated 
enrollment efforts like those run by the 
Coalition Against Hunger.  
 
2) Better low-income access to fresh 
produce. This could be accomplished 
economically by ensuring that every 
farmers’ market in the city universally 
accepts food stamps, by expanding 
programs like Health Bucks, which offer 
additional value to food stamp benefits 
when they are used to purchase fresh 
produce, and by supporting efforts of 
groups like the Coalition Against Hunger 
to build institutional links between 
communities and farmers. 
 
3) Incentivizing the sale of healthy food 
by low-income food retailers. This could 
be accomplished through tax and zoning 
incentives that encourage the location of 
larger food retailers in underserved 
neighborhoods, and provide support for 
smaller retailers that otherwise could not 
afford the costs associated with stocking 
healthy food.  
 
4) Better coordination of charitable food 
through additional funding. This funding 
could serve to organize overlapping 
services into local “neighborhood 
networks” as well as increase the 
capacity of these ground-level agencies 
to purchase and serve more fresh 
produce.  
 

 
 

South Bronx CD1: 
This neighborhood is in 
clear need of better 
access to affordable, 
healthy food. The 
centralized location of a 
large supermarket, or 

an incentives campaign aimed at the 
district’s many bodegas, would go 
furthest to expanding the diet choices of 
South Bronx residents. A focus on 
increasing the capacity and popularity of 
existing farmers’ markets would also 
help to serve as a bridge to more 
institutionalized access to healthy food. 

 
Central Harlem: Efforts 
here must ensure that the 
district’s low-income 
residents continue to have 
economic access to its 
burgeoning resources  - 
particularly as recent 
research has found that 
NYC’s food prices are 21% 

higher than other urban areas. This can 
be achieved by targeting increased 
participation in the food stamps and 
WIC programs, and ensuring that the 
area’s farmers’ markets accept food 
stamps universally (currently only 1 of 
the 3 has this policy).   

 
 Brownsville: This 
neighborhood is in 
greatest need of increased 
access to alternatives to 
its middling mix of small 
and mid-sized 
supermarkets. The best 
candidate for this access 

would be an expansion and marketing 
campaign benefiting the existing 
farmers’ market, as well as ensuring the 
ability of this market to accept food 
stamps universally. This neighborhood 
would also be a strong candidate for any 
pilot programs aimed at helping 
restaurant owners to sell healthier food. 
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Data Sources 
 
Emergency feeding program sites 
Web:  http://www.nyccah.org 
Source: New York City Coalition Against Hunger 
 
Community gardens 
Web:  Available by request 
Source: Council on the Environment of New York City (CENYC) 
 
Community supported agriculture 
Web:  http://justfood.org 
Source: Just Food 
 
Summer feeding sites 
Web:  Available by request 
Source: NYC Housing Authority 
 
Food stamp offices 
Web: 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/family_independence/serv_nutritional_program.shtml 
Source: New York City – Human Resources Administration 

Department of Social Services 
 
Women, Infant, Children clinics 
Web:  Available by request 
Source: New York State Dept. of Health 
 
Farmers markets: 
Web:  Available by request 
Source: NYS Dept of Agriculture and Markets 
 
Restaurants 
Web:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/html/rii/index.shtml 
Source: New York Department of Health and Mental Hygiene 
  Restaurant Inspection Information 
 
Supermarkets/food retailers 
Web:  Available by FOIL request 
Source: NYS Dept of Agriculture and Markets 
 
Subway stations 
Web:  http://www.onnyturf.com/subway 
Source: OnNyTurf.com  
 
Streets 
Web:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/bytes/dwnlion.shtml 
Source: Bytes of the Big Apple - New York City – Department of City Planning 
  DCPLION Single Line Street Base Map 
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Parks 
Web:  http://arcdata.esri.com/data/tiger2000/tiger_download.cfm 
Source: Landmark Polygons – New York state; Bronx, Kings, New York, Queens,  
  Richmond counties 
 
Foreign born population 
Web:  http://factfinder.census.gov/ 
Source: Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 3) – Sample Data 
 
Poverty rate 
Web:  http://factfinder.census.gov/ 
Source: Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 3) – Sample Data 
 
Population density 
Web:  http://factfinder.census.gov/ 
Source: Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 1) 100-Percent Data 
 
Census tract boundaries 
Web:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/bytes/dwndistricts.shtml 
Source: New York City – Dept. of Planning  
  Political and Administrative Districts 
 
Community district boundaries 
Web:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/bytes/dwndistricts.shtml 
Source: New York City – Dept. of Planning  
  Political and Administrative Districts 
 
Borough boundaries 
Web:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/bytes/dwndistricts.shtml 
Source: New York City – Dept. of Planning  
  Political and Administrative Districts 
 
Water 
Web:  http://nhd.usgs.gov/data.html 
Source: U.S. Geological Survey, National Hydrography Dataset 
 
Land  
Web:   http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2003/of03-001/data/basemaps/usa/usa.htm 
Source: U.S. Geological Survey, Coastal and Marine Geology Program 
 
 
 


