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FUNDING DIVERSITY
SEDCOM maintains a diverse mix of funding, which is an important sustainability 
factor for community development corporations and any initiatives addressing 
health disparities.  Real Estate supports are provided through Housing and Urban 
Development, National Equity Fund, Illinois Housing Development Authority, 
and a local Business Improvement District.
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REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT 
To address the problem of food access in Southeast Chicago, SEDCOM has 
created a business plan to develop a year-round indoor market.  The project 
will create new jobs, expand small business opportunity, and provide access to 
fresh affordable food.  Included in the plan is a community meeting room with 
space for a demonstration kitchen.

ASSESSMENT
To plan activities for the fi ve year project, data from three categories were 
examined.  Project interventions were then developed around the common 
themes appearing in all data categories.  During the assessment process, new 
opportunities for linking resources across organizations were discovered.

COMMUNITY INPUT
Residents were asked to give their thoughts about health during discussion 
groups held during the fi rst year of the project.  A outside consultant was hired to 
facilitate the sessions, which brought new perspective to community issues.

PROJECT PARTNERS
Southeast HD brings together over 40 agencies to actualize environmental 
change to lower diabetes and cardiovascular disease in the African American 
and Hispanic/Latino populations of Southeast Chicago.  A steering committee 
provides members with an opportuniy to give continuous input.

Southeast HD is a REACH US Action Community Project, led by SEDCOM.  Funding is provided through CDC Grant Number U58DP001052
Project training and evaluation services provided by UIC Midwest Latino Health Research, Training, and Policy Center
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By Staff Writer

Despite Chicago’s long-
standing reputation as a 
leader in food processing 
and manufacturing, a recent 
study shows many of the 
city’s communities still lack 
ready access to healthy and 
affordable foods.

Ironically, situated adjacent to the 
port where agricultural products 
once freely flowed, South Chicago 
remains on the list of communities 
besmirched with the Food Desert 
designation.

The term Food Desert refers to 
urban communities or rural areas 
with little or no access to the 
foods necessary for a healthy diet. 
Access to food is assessed with 
respect to three criteria: financial, 
geographical and behavioral. 

When consumers lack adequate 
discretionary income to purchase 
healthy foods, which are generally 
more expensive than chemical 
laden and fatty foods, financial 
barriers exists. Other factors are 
unemployment, underemployment, 
transportation or lack of the 
necessary funds to afford utilities 
for cooking gas, electric service 
and refrigeration. Even long-term 
affordable housing figures in the 
equation, since temporary living 
conditions often lack adequate 
cooking facilities.

Physical, or geographical barriers 
exist where food stores are difficult 
to reach, the shopper is elderly or 
infirm, public transportation links 
are poor, or the consumer has no 
car. Merchandising and product 
availability may also lead to physical 
access issues. 

Some consumers, such as the 
disabled or those who require 
walking aids, have difficulty 
navigating narrow or cramped store 
aisles. For others, toting grocery 
bags several blocks home is difficult 
if not impossible. In addition, street 
crime and fear of personal safety are 
a concern. 

In South Chicago, the 8900 block 
of South Commercial Avenue 
features a number of clean, well-
stock shopping alternatives. Yet, 
according to crime statistics kept 
by the neighborhood security 
firm hired by the Chamber of 
Commerce, the block experiences 
the highest rate of criminal activity 
at the same time.

Lastly, consumer behaviors are a 
major barrier to healthy eating. 
In most cases the individual lacks 

cooking knowledge or has no idea 
what a healthy diet is and how 
it impacts their overall physical 
wellbeing. In areas like South 
Chicago, where cardio vascular 
disease and diabetes are a growing 
problem, a healthy diet is truly a life 
or death situation. The abundance, 
convenience and low cost of Quick 
Serve Restaurants (QSRs) further 
exacerbates the problem.

According to researcher Mari 
Gallagher, a former SEDCOM 
staffer, “living in a food desert 
can shorten your life.” In her first 
study, published in 2006, Gallagher 
introduced a calculation called 
Years of Potential Life Loss (YPLL) 
to call attention to the severity of 
the Food Desert problem. 

According to Ms. Gallagher, “YPLL 
measures the total number of life 
years lost due to premature death in 
a population from a certain cause 
– in this case from living in a Food 
Desert – after accounting for other 
contributing factors. Premature 
death is usually defined as death 
at the age of less than 65 or 75 
years, or less than the average life 
expectancy.”

In the updated 2008 report, 
where once again South Chicago 
appears on Ms. Gallagher’s list of 
communities that qualify as a Food 
Desert, a new methodology with a 
more positive spin is introduced. 
Years of Potential Life Gain (YPLG) 
forecasts the impact a full-line 
grocery store will have on the 
number of years of life added to 
community life expectancy. 

For six prioritized sites, which 
does not include South Chicago, 

Gallagher’s group figures over 56 
years of life would be collectively 
added for those suffering from 
diabetes. They estimate some 406 
years of life gain for those with 
cardiovascular disease. That’s a 
combined 462 years of life added 
to those six communities simply 
through the presence of a full-line 
grocer.

The Food Desert problem is not 
limited to physical health. Data 
provided by the Local Initiatives 
Support Corporation’s (LISC) 
Metro-Edge market study shows that 
over $257 million dollars leave the 
South Chicago community each year 
for purchases of food and beverage. 
The economic impact of such retail 
float cannot be over-stated. 

Moreover, the recently released 
Food Desert report illustrates that 
while the opening or closing of a 
full-line grocer has a tremendous 
impact on the block s closest to it, 
there is a ripple effect on the larger 
community and even ancillary 
neighborhoods. As a result, one 
could expect to see significant 
sales increases for other retail 
establishments, including corner 
grocers and bodegas, with the 

emergence of a full-line grocer in 
the community.

According to Doug Knuth, 
Executive Director of SEDCOM, 
South Chicago is well positioned 
to take advantage of such retail 
category creep. “We know that 
when category leaders, such as Crest 
toothpaste, aggressively market 
their products competitive brands 
experience a rise in sales as well, 
albeit at a lesser rate. Marketers 
look for opportunities to increase 
sales by following the leader.

“We can do the same thing by 
bringing a full-line grocer to 
South Chicago. The increased 
activity flows over into other retail 
establishments and dollars that now 
drift to surrounding communities 
are captured here at home.”

Knuth and fellow SEDCOM 
employee Tony Piaskowy will 
present a working plan for 
addressing the Food Desert 
problem in South Chicago at this 
year’s Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) REACH 
2010 Conference in Atlanta, 
Georgia.

“Tony’s group [Southeast HD, a 
project at SEDCOM] is working 
on eliminating disparities that lead 
to a high incidence of diabetes 
and cardio-vascular disease in low 
income communities, particularly 
among the African American and 
Hispanic populations. At the same 
time we [SEDCOM] are working 
with the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Office 
of Community Services (OCS) to 
solve the food imbalance problem, 
which manifests itself with the Food 
Desert designation,” Knuth told the 
Observer.

“The folks at the CDC and OCS 
are really excited about the model 
we’ve developed,” Knuth adds. “Our 
next step is to solidify interest and 
support on the local level, so we can 
make this solution a reality. We’ll 
know more in terms of feasibility, 
both from a funding and operational 
standpoint, once we have feedback 
from all of our partners.”
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Many countries in the 
New World and elsewhere 
celebrate the anniversary 
of Christopher Columbus’ 
arrival in the Americas, 
which occurred on 
October 12, 1492.  

The day is celebrated as 
Columbus Day in the 
United States, as Día de 
la raza (Day of the Race) 
in many countries in Latin 
America, as Día de las 
Culturas (Day of the 
Cultures) in Costa Rica, 
as Discovery Day in The 
Bahamas, as Día de la 
Hispanidad and Fiesta 
Nacional in Spain, as 
Día de las Américas
(Day of the Americas) in 
Uruguay and as Día de 
la resistencia Indígena
(Day of Indigenous 
Resistance) in Venezuela. 

These holidays have been 
celebrated unofficially since 
the late18th century, and of-
ficially in various countries 
since the early 20th century.
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In a Land of Plenty, South Chicago 
Still Labeled a “Food Desert”

¡Ahora Artículos 
en Español!

“YPLL measures the total 
number of life years lost 
due to premature death in 
a population from a certain 
cause – in this case from 
living in a Food Desert...”


