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	Colorado loans to groceries aim for greener goods in obesity fight

By Michael Booth The Denver Post The Denver Post

Posted:

DenverPost.com

Frustrated by lack of progress in the obesity fight, one of the nation's richest health charities will pay to build better stores and buy greener groceries itself, if it has to.

The Colorado Health Foundation has set aside $7.1 million for a loan-and-grant fund aimed at grocery stores and retail developers that need a subsidy to supply more nutritious goods in "food deserts."

Grocers in underserved urban or rural areas could draw from the fund to expand produce sections, build on a blighted block or create urban produce greenhouses.

The foundation's plan is the first check written on a long-pursued mission by state leaders to fight obesity with access to healthier food and is modeled on national programs tested in other states. The foundation, built over the years from sales of some of Denver's largest hospitals and now holding $2.2 billion in assets, is talking with other foundations about enlarging the fund.

Grocers and developers say it is hard to find financing for expansion projects in lower-income areas. They also risk losing more money if they stock perishable produce and pricier nutritious items, and buyers' eating habits don't change.

But civic, state and health- care leaders say the problem is dire, with Colorado's once-admirable obesity rates climbing and health gaps growing between low- and high-income residents.

While 27 percent of Colorado children are overweight or obese, the number hits 37 percent in Denver, said Mayor Michael Hancock in a report by the Denver Food Access Task Force. The poorer the group, the higher the obesity rates, national and local studies have shown.

Health advocates also cite a report by the Food Trust on supermarket gaps in Colorado, showing many communities across the state that had poor access to groceries also had high mortality rates from diet-related diseases.

The report was critical of grocery giants and economic- development agencies that they say have "redlined" low-income neighborhoods out of better nutrition.

Park Hill grocer Jerry Spinelli said the fund could bolster the efforts of small to medium-size grocers competing with large chain stores for city subsidies to expand in lower-income neighborhoods.

Neighborhood grocers have to plan for losing 20 percent of their produce to "shrinkage," meaning damaged, misplaced or spoiled goods, said Spinelli, of Spinelli's Market. Meanwhile, electrical bills are huge, and new strip malls where groceries could expand want high rent and association fees, he said.

But better goods and fresh produce at walk-in stores can sell if stocked right, he added.

"I have ladies that walk down here every day for that," he said. "I believe neighborhoods would support that if they knew they could buy their produce and their bulk legumes and other items."

Khanh Nguyen, a healthy-living portfolio director at the Colorado Health Foundation, said the foundation is talking with the Colorado Housing and Finance Authority about administering the fund. It will seek other foundation and bank contributions or loan guarantees, and would also look for city or state economic incentives to bolster projects.

The foundation expects to launch the fund this spring.

Some retailers have made recent moves to better serve neglected neighborhoods. Walgreen Co. announced in January it would build a drugstore with a fresh-produce grocery at East 35th Avenue and Colorado Boulevard, to great acclaim from Denver leaders. The city said no incentives were given to Walgreen for the project.
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Funding Strategy: Healthy Schools
Grant Examples
If more kids attend a healthy school where they are served nutritious meals, have opportunities for exercise and access to basic health care, they will be better able to learn and carry healthy habits into adulthood.

We invest in the following areas to make Colorado's schools healthier:

· Provide children nutritious meals, snack and beverage options in school and preschool by: 

· Providing and promoting only healthy foods and beverages

· Incorporating nutrition education into school curricula for all grade levels

· Building or re-engineering kitchen facilities to prepare healthy foods

· Enacting healthy school vending machine standards

· Supporting school meal programs that exceed current government standards

· Require that children are physically active every day by: 

· Building infrastructures necessary for physical activity

· Providing safe routes for students to walk and bike to school

· Engage students in what it means to be healthy by incorporating health education including nutrition education, high-risk behavior prevention and sex education into the classroom.

· Provide children with access to health care services by: 

· Improving access to preventive health care services, anticipatory guidance, chronic disease management and care coordination

· Enrolling students in public programs, especially Medicaid/CHP+

· Increasing and diversifying funding for school-based health centers

· Build leadership, parental support and political will for health and wellness in schools by: 

· Providing health care and wellness programming to families and school staff

· Enacting healthy school food, physical activity and health education standards

· Increasing federal school meal reimbursement

· Rewarding schools that become healthy schools

· Engaging school leaders in the connection between healthy students and improved academic performance

