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Introduction: What is a healthy community and where do we want to focus? 

The 2019 Healthy Communities Immersion team began their experience by first trying to 
understand how to define a healthy community.  The team realized that there are many 
elements to a healthy community beyond physical health and access to healthcare.  
These include but are not limited to things like socio-economic health and cultural 
health, and are impacted by factors such as unemployment, access to affordable high-
quality food, access to housing, crime and physical violence, education, transportation, 
etc.  Given that the first two suggested interviews were both related to the topic of food 
access, the team decided to lean in and focus on that direction, while recognizing the 
multi-faceted nature of the topic of healthy communities. 
 
Learnings: General self-education and diving into the regulatory landscape 

Over the course of 14 interviews and site visits, the team learned a great deal about 
food access as it relates to healthy communities, which is in itself a complex and wide-
ranging topic.  Through Tricycle Gardens and the community engagement efforts at 
Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden, the team learned more about urban agriculture 
initiatives and the importance of food justice, which comprises not just of food access 
but also affordability and education.  Through conversations with Richmond Public 
Schools and The Market at 25th, the team also learned of efforts focused on childhood 
nutrition and education and supporting specific under-served communities or food 
deserts.  Overall, the team learned that while sometimes siloed and not fully aware of 
each other, there are many programs, initiatives and organizations working to solve 
different aspects of food access and food justice, in order to promote healthier 
communities in the greater Richmond region. 
 
The team’s interviews eventually led them to learn of the regulatory landscape and 
recent legislative initiatives related to food access, not just in the Richmond region but 
from a statewide perspective.  Access to affordable, high-quality food is an issue that is 
visible in low income communities throughout the state of Virginia, and it is estimated 
that more than 1.7 million Virginians, including 480,000 children live in low-income 
areas with limited supermarket access.   
 
In 2012, legislation emerged in the General Assembly to create a task force addressing 
Food Deserts, which eventually led to a bill introduced as the Virginia Grocery 
Investment Program and Fund in 2018.  The bill went through a few different 
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permutations and gathered bi-partisan support from multiple Virginia regions, but 
unfortunately died in the appropriations committee on a party-line vote.  In 
conversations with one of the bill’s advocates, Senator Rosalyn Dance, the team 
learned that despite challenges in 2019, Senator Dance is planning to re-introduce 
legislation in 2020.   
 
Call to Action: The Letter of Support 

The Healthy Communities immersion team felt that news of Senator Dance’s plans to 
reintroduce legislation in 2020 provided a great opportunity for advocacy, and as a part 
of the immersion project, decided to draft a letter of support addressed to Governor 
Ralph Northam.  The letter, written on behalf of the Leadership Quest Class of 2019, 
highlights learnings from the immersion experience and helps to articulate the need and 
benefit of supporting a Grocery Fund Investment bill.  The letter of support outlines the 
need both in the Richmond region and in other parts of the state, including 
Fredericksburg, Hampton, Harrisonburg, Lynchburg, Martinsville, Wise County and 
more.  The letter shares that there are multiple localities interested in expanding healthy 
food retail through such an investment fund, and that there are many entities and 
organizations that have expressed support for such a program, including the Virginia 
Municipal League, Virginia Hospital and Health Association, March of Dimes, Medical 
Society of Virginia, the Virginia Chamber and more. 
 
As part of a call to action, the Healthy Communities immersion group shared the letter 
of support with the Leadership Quest Class of 2019, and asked for feedback, support, 
and the “class’ signature” on the letter, with intent to forward it to Governor Northam. 
 
Final Thoughts 

Over the course of several months, the Healthy Communities immersion team dove into 
the topic of food access and learned a great deal.  While the challenges of food access 
are complex, the Richmond region is fortunate to have many organizations in place that 
do such great work for our communities.  While the legislative road has been winding 
and spanned several years already, there is hope in 2020 for a new bill that would 
propel great progress on the issue of food access for many Virginians. 
 
Interview Subjects 

 American Heart Association 

 Central Virginia Foodbank 

 East End Grocery (The Market on 25th) 

 FeedMore 

 First Cities 

 Food Justice Alliance 

 Governor’s Children’s Cabinet 
 Lewis Ginter Botanical Gardens 

 VDH Office of Health Equity 
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 Richmond Public Schools 

 Shalom Farms 

 Tricycle Gardens 

 Valentine Museum 

 Virginia Legislature 
 


