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Can a Food Justice Movement Improve Nutrition
and Health? A Case Study of the Emerging Food
Movement in New York City

Nicholas Freudenberg, John McDonough, and Emma Tsui

ABSTRACT [ response to increasing obesity, diabetes, and food-related contributions to
climate change, many individuals and orgamizations are mobilizing to advocate for
healthier and more just local and national food policies and systems. In this report, we
describe and analyze the food movement in New York City, examine tensions within it,
and consider its potential role in improving health and nutrition. We conclude by
suggesting that public health professionals can amplify the bealth effects of such
movements by creating opportunities for dialog with movement participants, providing
resources such as policy-relevant scientific evidence, documenting problems and
evaluating policies, and offering technical, political, and organizational development
expertise.

KEYWORDS Food environment, Social movements, Food policy, New York City

Like other cities around the world, New York faces problems of both high rates of
food-related health conditions such as obesity and diabetes and persistent hunger
and food insecurity. In addition, growing recognition of the contribution of current
food practices to global climate change has led to calls for more sustainable food
environments. In response, many individuals and organizations have mobilized to
advocate for healthier, more just local, regional, and national food policies and
systems. In this essay, we profile the food movement in New York City, consider its
potential for improving health and nutrition, and suggest ways that public health
professionals can help to amplify the health effects of such movements. We focus on
New York City because of its rich diversity of food activism, the magnitude of its
diet-related and hunger-related problems, and its history as a focal point for urban
health problems and a cradle of public health innovation.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND PUBLIC HEALTH

A social movement has been defined as a “sustained organized public effort making
claims on target authorities” that uses mainstream and unconventional political
strategies to achieve its aims.' Most social movements include heterogeneous social
forces and advocate sometimes conflicting strategies to solve the problems they
identify.? In public health, social movements have contributed to improved worker
health and safety, better housing, better health care, more services for people with

Freudenberg, McDonough, and Tsui are with the City University of New York School of Public Health,
New York, NY, USA.

Correspondence: Nicholas Freudenberg, City University of New York School of Public Health, New
York, NY, USA. (E-mail: nfreuden@hunter.cuny.edu)

623



624 FREUDENBERG ET AL.

HIV infection, stronger oversight of the tobacco industry, and reduced stigma
against people with various health conditions.>™ By riding the waves of social
movements, health activists have often achieved more lasting changes than by
working alone.

Social movement scholars have proposed criteria to assess whether a social
mobilization meets the threshold for a movement. These include the presence of
articulated grievances, policy goals, access to human and financial resources,
sustained activities to meet these goals, and leaders and organizations.”'? Others
emphasize the importance of participants with a shared worldview and identity."'
Duster observes that “no movement is as coherent and integrated as it seems from
afar” nor as “incoherent and fractured as it seems from up close.”'* Considering
the full trajectory and lifespan of movements is more useful than a binary view in
which a social movement is categorically labeled as either a movement or not a
movement.

METHODS

This report on the New York City food movement (NYCfm) is based on three
sources. First, we conducted a selective review of scholarly, government, nonprofit,
and activist reports on food issues and food activism in New York City in the last
10 years (2001-2010). These included major reports on food in New York City,"*'*
transcripts or statements from the City Council and state legislative sessions as well
as testimony presented at New York City hearings organized by the New York State
Food Policy Council in 2009 and 2010. Second, we convened a meeting in June
2010 with about 35 policy makers, advocates, and researchers to assess the
accomplishments and limitations of the NYCfm and consider future directions
(participants identified in the “Acknowledgments” section) and prepared a detailed
written summary of the session; we surveyed participants after the meeting about
their reflections on the meeting and asked several to review drafts of this report. Our
analyses are based on a systematic review of these documents. Unless otherwise
noted, quotations are from meeting participants. Finally, we draw on our own
experiences as participants and researchers in the NYCfm and other social
movements to help frame our findings.

FOOD ACTIVISM IN NEW YORK CITY

Recent scholarship on food activism presents a heterogeneous view of a food
movement, emphasizing its roots on both social justice and cultural alternatives to
mainstream food practices.'®™"” Journalist and food activist Michael Pollan has
labeled the movement a “lumpy tent”'? that includes:

school lunch reform; the campaign for animal rights and welfare; the campaign
against genetically modified crops; the rise of organic and locally produced food;
efforts to combat obesity and type 2 diabetes; “food sovereignty” (the principle
that nations should be allowed to decide their agricultural policies rather than
submit to free trade regimes); farm bill reform; food safety regulation; farmland
preservation; student organizing around food issues on campus; efforts to
promote urban agriculture and ensure that communities have access to healthy
food; initiatives to create gardens and cooking classes in schools; farm worker
rights; nutrition labeling; feedlot pollution; and the various efforts to regulate
food ingredients and marketing, especially to kids.
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New York City’s food movement is similarly diverse. It includes parents who
want healthier school food for their children; chefs trying to prepare healthier and
more local foods; church goers for whom food charity and justice manifest their
faith; immigrants trying to sustain familiar, sometimes healthier food practices; food
coop members longing for community as well as fresh food; food store workers
wanting to earn a living wage while making healthy and affordable food more
available; residents of the city’s poor neighborhoods who want better food choices
in their communities; staff and volunteers at 1,200 food pantries and soup kitchens
concerned about food insecurity; health professionals and researchers worried about
epidemics of diabetes and obesity and the growing burden of food-related chronic
diseases; elected officials, agency staff, and policy makers who want to seize
opportunities to improve food; and gardeners and farmers who like to get their
hands in the dirt and to eat the food they and their neighbors grow. These disparate
individuals and the organizations they influence constitute an amalgam of forces
determined to change the city’s food environments and food choices. Some are
connected to regional, statewide, national, and international efforts to change food
policies.

These constituencies inhabit numerous social spaces and exchange a variety of
resources, illustrated schematically in Figure 1. Within each sector and across
sectors, there are also tensions and power dynamics at play. For instance, in recent
decades, in New York City and elsewhere, the already diverse nonprofit sector has
expanded and sometimes taken over responsibilities previously conducted by
government. The business sector includes both food-related businesses that are
considered partners in the movement through their production and promotion of
healthier foods, as shown in Figure 1, and others that are targets or opponents of the
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FIGURE 1. Organizational overview of New York City food movement.
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movement, thus not included in the figure. Similarly, government officials who
support the goals of the movement are viewed as participants while others may
oppose fit.

Table 1 lists several organizations viewed as part of the NYCfm, illustrating the
diversity of civic organizations involved in changing food environments in New
York City. These groups provide a critical resource base for the NYCfm, providing
human, social, political, and financial capital needed to advance its agenda.*’

GOALS, TENSIONS, AND CHALLENGES WITHIN NEW YORK
CITY’S FOOD MOVEMENT

Table 2 lists some common goals of participants in the NYCfm, derived from a
discussion with participants at the June meeting. While most participants share these
goals, they do not necessarily agree on priorities and strategies. These broad
visionary goals constitute a yardstick against which to assess accomplishments and
limitations.

Like any movement, members of the NYCfm have tensions and conflicts as well
as varying levels of political and financial power. Here, we examine their sources
and consequences.

Hunger versus Obesity. Social reformers and antipoverty groups have long worked
to reduce hunger in New York City. More than 75 years ago, nonprofit groups
mobilized to feed thousands of hungry New York City residents during the Great
Depression.”! More recently, policy makers, media, and health professionals have
turned their attention to obesity, arguing that dramatic increases in obesity rates and
links to chronic diseases such as diabetes make fighting obesity a priority.

How to address these problems has sometimes proven divisive. Antihunger
activists stress the social causes of hunger and food insecurity and look to
government rather than individual solutions. Sometimes they partner with the food
industry to achieve common goals, e.g., expansion of the Food Stamp program.
They see food insecurity as linked to poverty and income inequality, claiming that
only by reducing these deeper ills can the city eliminate hunger. Obesity activists are
divided in allocating individual versus social responsibility, responding in part to the
mainstream discourse on parental responsibility for childhood obesity.”> Some
activists see links between food insecurity and obesity,”* arguing that food-insecure
people are driven to consume inexpensive, high calorie, low nutrient foods. In this
view, policies are needed to make healthier food more affordable to the poor. Some
anti-obesity activists discourage partnerships with the food industry.

This disagreement has played out in the debate on a proposed tax on sweetened
beverages. Many health professionals support the tax to discourage consumption of
sweetened beverages, a product associated with obesity especially among the poor,
who have higher rates of obesity, by creating incentives for consuming healthier
beverages.”* Opponents, including hunger activists and organizations (and the soda
industry), say the tax unfairly targets the poor who have fewer choices and question
whether it would achieve its aims if consumers purchase other high calorie nontaxed
products.

Community Change versus Policy Change. Another debate involves the balance
between alternative neighborhood food distribution systems—urban agricultural
projects, farmers markets, food coops—versus policy changes such as reducing
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TABLE 1 Selected representative civic organizations involved in New York City’s food
movement

Organization Mission and activities Date started

Added Value Nonprofit organization promoting 2000
sustainable development of Red Hook,
Brooklyn by nurturing a new generation
of young leaders; creates opportunities
for the youth of South Brooklyn to expand
knowledge base, develop new skills, and
positively engage with community through
operation of a socially responsible urban
farming enterprise
Brooklyn Food Coalition Grassroots partnership of groups 2009
and individuals striving to give effective
voice to all who live or work in Brooklyn
and seek to achieve a just and sustainable
system for tasty, healthy, and affordable
food; activities include research and
organizing, educating parents about school
food, producing workers’ rights newsletter,
maintaining anti-racism committee, raising
awareness about farm bill, and other
food-related policies
Brooklyn Rescue Mission Grassroots organization devoted to 2002
growing local, organic food and distributing
it to members of the surrounding communities
who are largely people of color while raising
awareness of the importance of food
City Harvest Nonprofit organization works to 1982
end hunger in communities in New York
City through food rescue and distribution,
education, advocacy, and other practical
solutions; convened New York City coalition to
advocate for reauthorization of Child Nutrition Act
Just Food Nonprofit organization unites local 1995
farms and city residents of all economic
backgrounds to improve access to fresh,
seasonal, sustainably grown food. Activities
include providing technical assistance
CSA programs, community food education,
and organizing for food justice
New York City Coalition Nonprofit organization coordinating 1983
Against Hunger the activities of the emergency food providers
in the city and engaging in advocacy and
legislative efforts; activities include operating
the Emergency Food Action Center, policy
research and development, and conducting the
Annual Survey on Hunger in New York City
New York City Community Membership organization promoting 1996
Garden Coalition preservation, creation, and empowerment
of community gardens through education,
advocacy, and grassroots organizing
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TABLE 1 (continued)

Organization

Mission and activities

Date started

New York City Food and
Fitness Partnership

Foundation-funded coalition engaging
communities in creating equitable access

2007

to healthy, quality, affordable foods and
opportunities for active living, starting in
neighborhoods with highest need

Membership organization working
toward universal access to nourishing,
affordable food; activities include holding
monthly open networking meetings,
maintaining website with information
about relevant public policy, and
outreach activities

Food cooperative with 12,000
members; seeks to make food available,
to create a community, to support
establishment of coops in other
neighborhoods, and to contribute to
healthier food environments

Local branch of a national union
that supports food workers in New
York City and advocates for fair policies
affecting them

Community activist organization working
to build healthy communities by assuring
that people of color and/or low income
participate meaningfully in creation of sound
and fair environmental health and protection
policies and practices; activities include action
and advocacy around clean air, affordable and
equitable transit, sustainable land use,
healthy indoor environment, and good food
in schools

Food Systems Network NYC 2004

Park Slope Food Cooperative 1973

United Food and Commercial 1979

Workers—NYC local

West Harlem Environmental
Action (WE ACT)

1988

CSA community-supported agriculture

federal subsidies for unhealthy foods, reducing barriers to enrollment in the Food
Stamps program (now called SNAP), and improving school food. Proponents of the
community approach claim success in creating new models for food distribution that
engage new constituencies and bypass bureaucracies while critics note that these
experiments reach only a fraction of the population and miss deeper causes of
inequitable access to healthy food. While both approaches are needed, activists differ
on the appropriate balance.

Supermarket Subsidies. In 2009, New York City began offering incentives to super-
markets to locate in poor neighborhoods via a program called Food Retail Expansion to
Support Health (FRESH).>> Some activists supported this effort, arguing it improves
access to healthy food and helps reverse the flight of supermarkets from inner cities.
Others claim that it fails to address supermarket promotion of unhealthy foods and lack
of fresh foods, and that it risks gentrifying lower-income neighborhoods.”® “FRESH is a
subsidy for supermarket chains, not poor people,” noted one community activist.
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TABLE 2 Some common goals identified by participants in the New York City food movement

1. Eliminate hunger and food insecurity in New York

2. End disparities in access to healthy food by making healthy food more available and affordable
throughout the city

. Restrict promotion and availability of unhealthy food

. Eliminate socioeconomic and racial/ethnic disparities in food-related health conditions such as
obesity and diabetes

. Improve school and other institutional food

. Increase sustainable production and access to food grown in New York City and its region

. Ensure that food workforce earns livable wages and has safe working conditions

. Expand alternatives to a food system that emphasizes processed and unhealthy foods

. Improve nutrition and food knowledge and skills

0. Level political playing field so more New Yorkers can participate in making food policy

S~ W

- © 0 N O U

Cultural Change versus Political Change. Some people join the food movement to
change policies while others seek community, a different relationship to food, and
the joy of growing and eating healthy, tasty food with friends and family. As one
Brooklyn food activist explained, “Today many New Yorkers are hungry for
connections to their community and for some, the food movement fills that need.”
Most in the movement appreciate the value of these two motivations but often
emphasize one or the other. Creating organizations, events, and a movement culture
that speak both to the longing for community and the desire to have an impact on
policy is challenging and can impede building broader coalitions.

Taking on Food Industry. Food activists disagree about the priorities of increasing
access to healthier food versus reducing the promotion and availability of unhealthy
foods. Supporters of the former see a more positive approach, suited to mobilizing
communities without incurring food industry opposition. Advocates of taking on the
food industry suggest “if New York City and the nation are to succeed in reversing
the epidemics of obesity and diabetes that threaten our city, we need to challenge the
food industry’s right to pursue profit at the expense of public health.”*”

Role of Municipal Government. Food justice advocates also disagree about the role
of the municipal government in the food movement. On the one hand, the mayor
has played a leading role in initiating healthier food policy; without his leadership,
the issue might not have been as high on the policy agenda nor attracted support
from elected officials.”® On the other, with few exceptions, a top-down approach to
policy has missed an opportunity to create grassroots constituencies for food
change, making the transformative changes needed to improve population health
more difficult.

Missing Voices. While the NYCfm’s many “threads of advocacy”'* connect to all
New Yorkers, not all residents have been able to participate equally in food-related
activism. Lower-income residents and people of color are less visible among
movement participants, raising questions about who speaks for the movement.
Some activists fear that overrepresentation of white middle class activists hampers
the effectiveness of a food justice movement. “If people of color and poor people are
not leading the food movement,” explained one environmental justice activist, “then
once again our needs will be overlooked.”
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Movements resolve these issues by deciding which policy proposals to
support and oppose, what strategies to use, what coalitions to join, and whom
to select as leaders, a process that can be simultaneously rational, deliberate,
emotional, and chaotic. Such debates are the way movements forge common
identities and resolve conflicts in practice. Still, divided movements have less
political clout than unified ones and spend more time debating than changing
policies. Some believe such debates should be avoided. While these two views
are not mutually exclusive, how to resolve them is a key challenge for the
NYCfm.

RECENT FOOD ACCOMPLISHMENTS IN NEW YORK CITY

In the last 5 years (2006-2010), much progress has been made in changing food and
food systems in New York City, including changes in policy, creation of new
programs, engagement of new voices, and more favorable media coverage of food
issues. Table 3 provides some examples of these changes. While not all participants
in the NYCfm agree that all of these changes are victories, most feel that the
majority of these changes represent important progress.

TABLE 3 Recent changes in food policies and environments in New York City

Category Examples Dates
Changes in policy Incentives for new supermarkets to locate 2009
in poor neighborhoods (FRESH)
New healthy food procurement guidelines 2008
for city agencies
Ban on trans fat in commercial food outlets 2008
Requirement for calorie labeling in chain restaurants 2008
New programs and services Initiative to increase healthy foods at bodegas 2005
Expansion of farmers markets (doubled to 2005-2010
120 markets)
Expansion of Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) 2005-2010
access at farmer’s markets
Establishment of Green Carts program to sell 2009
fruits and vegetables in poor neighborhoods
Improvements in New York City school food program 2003-2010
Increase from one CSA drop-off point to 100 1995-2010
New voices and policy Appointment of food policy coordinator in 2007
processes Mayor’s Office
Creation of New York State Food Policy Council 2008-2010
Public forums on food policy sponsored by 2009
elected officials
Brooklyn Food Coalition organizes Brooklyn 2009
Food Summit (3,300 people attend)
Media coverage Media coverage of New-York-City—based lawsuit against  2002-2010
McDonalds for contribution to child obesity
Media coverage of debates on calorie labeling 2007-2009
Ad campaign against sweetened beverages 2008-2009
Coverage of political debates on soda tax 2009-2010

CSA community-supported agriculture
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Can the changes in Table 3 be attributed to the activities of the NYCfm? Scholars
of the evaluation of advocacy suggest several strategies for assessing its impact.””>>°
While a detailed analysis of specific changes attributable to the NYCfm is beyond this
report’s scope, many listed changes are goals of the NYCfm and its constituents, and
these groups have worked to achieve these goals. Knowledgeable observers, including
policy makers and advocates, attribute at least some of the changes to their activities.
In many cases where specific policy changes were advanced by public agencies,
advocates helped to craft the proposal and mobilize support. Thus, it is reasonable to
conclude that the NYCfm contributed to these outcomes.

For example, activists played a key role in the legislative approvals of the Green
Carts program and calorie posting at chain restaurants. Green Carts were opposed
by local grocers, who feared loss of market share, and most sectors of the food
industry actively opposed calorie labeling. Some legislators rejected lobbyists’
arguments because they received calls, visits, and letters from activists who
countered these arguments. In Governing New York City, Sayre and Kauffman
describe New York City’s pluralist government, in which various groups compete
and cooperate, forming and dissolving alliances on specific issues.>' When the city’s
powerful interests are divided, a social movement can have decisive influence in
passing policies that might have languished in another environment.

With calorie labeling, the recent proliferation of these requirements by cities and
counties was a key factor in the inclusion of a federal calorie labeling requirement in
the new national health reform law. Because New York City was the first major
locality with this requirement, it is reasonable to assert that the NYCfm has already
made an impact on federal policy.**

WHAT HAS NOT YET BEEN ACHIEVED?

Typically, movements achieve some goals and fail to accomplish others. An analysis of
failures illustrates a movement’s strengths and weaknesses and its stage of development.
Policy proposals not implemented by the end of 2010 include taxing sweetened
beverages, using zoning laws to reduce the density of fast food outlets, and protecting
funding for food-related services from budget cuts during recent government fiscal
crises. The soda tax failed in 2009 and 2010 because of aggressive lobbying by the
soda industry, and its opponents’ success in framing the controversy as a tax rather
than a health issue. Supporters failed to persuade policymakers of the argument that
federal subsidies for sugar and corn, key ingredients for soda, offered an unfair
advantage to producers of unhealthy products.®*** The 2006 zoning proposal failed in
part because of technical barriers to amending New York City’s zoning rules and in part
because proponents were unable to mobilize support to counter industry opposition.>’

These examples show that even modest reforms challenging the status quo face
formidable opposition. The NYCfm has had trouble overcoming opponents such as
the soda industry, fast food chains, and fiscal conservatives. This indicates a need for
more coherent and focused advocacy and broader coalitions.

FOOD MOVEMENT CONTRIBUTIONS TO POPULATION
HEALTH

To what extent has the NYCfm demonstrated a potential to contribute to the health
of New York City’s population? First, recent food advocacy has helped reframe
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public dialog on the food system. By calling attention to school food policies,
regulation of food advertising to children, city food procurement, supermarket
locations and more, advocates show that food choices are shaped by public as well
as individual and family decisions. This dialog helps activists and policy makers
move from America’s first language of individualism to the second language of
solidarity and community responsibility, a terrain more favorable for developing
healthy public policies.>® Food advocacy provides an avenue for citizens to involve
themselves and demonstrate concern.

Also, the NYCfm has moved food policy higher on the city’s policy agenda and
convinced officials to make improved food policy a priority. Concrete policy
proposals—e.g., zoning restrictions on fast food outlets, a sweetened beverage tax,
purchasing locally-grown foods for schools—are on the table. The NYCfm has
moved food issues into the three streams that political scientist Kingdon argues are
essential for policy change: the problem, policy, and political streams.>”

Second, the NYCfm victories have widened food choices for New Yorkers, including
low-income residents, potentially contributing to reduced food-related health disparities.
Green Carts now sell fruits and vegetables in poor neighborhoods, food served in 1,500
public schools has improved, and many farmers markets now accept SNAP.

Third, the NYCfm has linked issues such as reducing food insecurity, preventing
obesity, improving school food, creating a more sustainable food system, addressing
environmental consequences of food practices, and eliminating health disparities.
For public health officials and other policy makers, it can be difficult to initiate
policy change on discrete issues simultaneously. When issues become linked,
supported by diverse constituencies, based on a common goal, multiple proposals
can create synergy rather than competition. As one health care reform advocate
participating in the June meeting explained, “To realize the goals of national health
reform and to reduce the burden of chronic disease, we need to reform our food
system. Our slogan ought to be fix food first.” Meaningful improvements in
population health require multiple actions, and public health professionals can use
the linkages that the NYCfm has created to accelerate change.

Finally, the NYCfm has brought new voices into the policy arena. In 2009, when the
New York State Food Council scheduled daytime hearings in a downtown Manhattan
site, Harlem food activists and others objected, leading the council to add an evening
session in Harlem. Just as the environmental justice movement expanded environ-
mentalism from a white, conservation-oriented movement to an urban, low-income,
African-American, Latino, and Native American social force,*® so too has the NYCfm
expanded its range of concerns. These diverse constituencies can achieve higher levels
of mobilization and advocacy leading to more health-enhancing policy change.

In summary, both national health objectives (e.g., Healthy People 2010)*° and
local ones (e.g., Take Care NYC 2012)*" identify changes in food environments,
diets, and food-related services as contributors to achieving improved health,
reducing chronic disease, and promoting population well-being. By contributing to
the changes in food-related consciousness, behaviors, services, and policies, the
NYCfm has advanced these public health goals.

NEXT STEPS FOR THE FOOD MOVEMENT IN NEW YORK
CITY AND ELSEWHERE

Current food activism in New York City is best regarded as an “emerging” food
movement. This emerging movement has shared policy goals, a common resource
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base, and a trajectory of growth and development. To amplify its impact, the
NYCfm needs publicly identifiable leaders, a well-known, coherent policy agenda,
and deep roots in vulnerable communities, traits that characterized the civil rights,
women’s, and HIV movements. If the public health contributions of earlier
movements are a guide, then moving the NYCfm—and local movements in other
citiess—to a more developed stage can improve a city’s food-related health status.

How can public health professionals contribute to this? First, they can create
opportunities for dialog with food movement participants. The New York City
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene has strengthened food-related public policy
(e.g., Green Carts, calorie labeling, food procurement guidelines, etc.). While the
department solicits public support for these policies, in its eagerness to achieve change
within election and budget cycles, it has done less well listening to community concerns
or supporting local leadership development. Savvy public health leaders listen to their
constituents and encourage rather than stifle public debate.*'

Second, public health professionals can support the NYCfm and similar
movements by providing the resources a movement needs to succeed. This includes
credible scientific evidence documenting problems and enumerating the health and
economic benefits of policy proposals. Many organizations listed in Table 3 turn to
public health officials and researchers for this evidence, enabling them to win over
policy makers and disarm opponents. Universities and public health agencies can
help activists analyze victories and defeats, plan future strategies, and step back from
the day-to-day fray to consider the broader vision.

Third, public health professionals can help develop the organizations and
leaders needed to take the NYCfm—and its counterparts across the nation—to the
next stage. Organizations need technical, political, and development expertise. Food
movement leaders need scientific skills to weigh evidence, communication skills to
persuade policy makers, and organizational skills to plan, lead, and organize. Some
public health professionals and organizations can provide resources and skills,
strengthening the movement by bringing underrepresented groups into the arena.

Fourth, health professionals can evaluate policy changes won by activists,
documenting benefits and identifying limitations. By providing feedback, timed to
influence policy questions and speaking to policy maker concerns, evaluators can
help the NYCfm consolidate victories and benefit from windows of opportunity.

Like other social movements, the NYCfm engages in substantive and symbolic
actions. Green Carts, urban farms, and the use of SNAP at farmers markets, all
policy changes achieved in part by activism, put healthier food in the hands of real
people and represent an alternative vision to mainstream food distribution. It is too
soon to know whether New York City’s food system reforms have changed New
Yorkers’ diets enough to reduce food insecurity or obesity. Whether these steps
signal deeper or mostly symbolic transformations remains to be seen. That will
depend on developments in the national food movement as well as the success of
activists in linking local, national, and global issues, and in bringing populations
most harmed by our current food policies and system into the movement.

CONCLUSION

The current food activism in New York City is an “emerging food movement” with
shared policy goals, a common resource base, and a trajectory of growth and
development. We acknowledge the considerable heterogeneity in the NYCfm and its
lack of coherent, stable, and widely accepted leadership. Only future events will
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determine whether this mobilization becomes a full-fledged and enduring social
movement. The public health community has recognized that food and food policies
are major influences on health and health disparities. Public pressure has triggered
modest changes in food environments though not yet in food-related health
outcomes. Public health history suggests that strong movements can play an
essential role in achieving the transformation necessary to make healthy and
affordable food available to all.
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