Fresh Food Financing Initiative
This afternoon USDA hosted a briefing to review the President's FY 2011 Budget.  During the briefing, Deputy Secretary Kathleen Merrigan discussed a government wide initiative called the Healthy Foods Financing Initiative.  The FY 2011 budget proposes USDA provide $50 million as part of the Administration’s $400 million Healthy Food Financing Initiative to bring grocery stores and other healthy food retailers to underserved communities.  Below is some additional information about the initiative:

Healthy Food Financing Initiative. This initiative is designed to support local and regional efforts to increase access to healthy foods, particularly for the development of grocery stores and other healthy food retailers in urban and rural food deserts and other underserved areas. Several RD programs are included in this initiative and are expected to be utilized to provide financing for grocery stores and other related infrastructure.

Healthy Food Financing Initiative provides funding for a new multi-year Healthy Food

Financing Initiative (HFFI) that will increase the availability of affordable, healthy foods in underserved urban and rural communities, particularly through the development or equipping of grocery stores and other healthy food retailers. To support this initiative, the Departments of Agriculture, Health and Human Services, and Treasury have partnered to make available over $400 million in financial and technical assistance to community development financial institutions, other nonprofits, public agencies, and businesses with sound strategies for addressing the healthy food needs of communities. These organizations will use Federal grants, below-market rate loans, loan guarantees and tax credits to attract private sector capital for an even greater investment in projects that increase access to fresh produce and other healthy foods. The goal is to substantially reduce the number of food deserts in our nation over the next several years.

Food deserts are communities in which residents do not have access to affordable and healthy food options. Instead of supermarkets and grocery stores, these communities are typically served by fast food restaurants and convenience stores that offer little if any healthy options. This lack of access contributes to a poor diet and can lead to higher levels of obesity and other diet-related diseases, such as diabetes and heart disease. Most often, these communities are economically distressed and less attractive, under conventional financing, to retailers of healthy food. But effective local programs have shown that well-targeted financing and technical assistance can create viable business outcomes and access to healthier food options. Targeting federal financial assistance to these areas will not only increase the supply of healthy foods and create new markets for farmers, but also create jobs and support broader development efforts to revitalize distressed communities.

The 2011 budget requests an additional $35 million for financial and technical assistance,

including assistance made through the Intermediary Relending Program of the Rural

Development mission area. In addition, $15 million would be reserved from specified accounts in the Rural Development and Marketing and Regulatory Program mission areas to provide additional support for the initiative. Not more than 10 percent of the available funding for any one program would be subject to the reserve. Through the initiative, funds will be made available from a number of loan, grant, promotion, and other programs to provide financial and technical assistance to support market planning and promotion efforts as well as infrastructure and operational improvements designed to stimulate consumer demand, enhance marketing, expand demand and retail outlets for farm products, and increase availability of locally and regionally produced foods.

