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Abstract 
There is growing scholarly and practitioner interest 

in applying collective and place-based efforts to 

create equitable food systems. Drawing on com-

munity coalition action theory (CCAT), this paper 

explores the potential for enhancing food equity 

through collaborative action across the food value 

chain. Through a case study of a collaborative initi-

ative to promote equitable food systems, this paper 

documents the possibilities and pitfalls of collabo-

rative, cohort-based efforts within the inequitable 

landscape of Buffalo, New York (NY). The paper 

relies on mixed-methods data that include key 

informant interviews, participant observations, and 

surveys of organizations that participated in the 
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Buffalo Community Food System Grant program. 

Corroborating prior research, we find that initia-

tives that seek to foster collective action offer 

unique possibilities for food equity, as well as some 

key limitations, especially within the context of a 

racialized food environment. Strengthening food 

systems by investing in relationships across food 

value chains opens new avenues for collective 

action. To promote food equity, new forms of 

collective action, including functional relationships 

across the value chain, must address deeper struc-

tural imbalances in the food system, such as those 

resulting from structural racism.  

Keywords  
Buffalo, New York, cohort-based, collaborative 

funding, collective action, collective impact theory, 

community coalition action theory, food equity, 

food systems, place-based, racial equity 

Introduction 
Philanthropic initiatives are increasingly promoting 

collaborations among community organizations 

working together—collective action—to ostensibly 

promote food equity. However, the degree to 

which collective actions succeed in achieving food 

equity remains uncertain. Part of the challenge may 

be that many philanthropic programs represent 

efforts to address hunger or food insecurity, not 

food inequity. Food insecurity—the chronic depri-

vation of affordable, nutritious, accessible, and cul-

turally preferred foods—is one narrow manifesta-

tion of food inequity (Weiler et al., 2015). In the 

U.S., 17.0 million households reported being food 

insecure at some point during 2022, an increase 

from 13.7 million households in 2019 (Coleman-

Jensen et al., 2020; Rabbitt et al., 2023). Across the 

U.S., Black and Hispanic households experience 

food insecurity rates 9.6 and 8.0 percentage points 

higher than the national average, respectively (Rab-

bitt et al., 2023).1 Food insecurity varies by place: 

15.3% of those living in principal U.S. cities report-

ed experiencing food insecurity, compared to 

10.5% in suburban areas in 2022 (Rabbitt et al., 

2023). COVID-19 heightened such food disparities 

 
1 A principal city is a U.S. census designation for the largest incorporated area in a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) which meets 

certain population and employment-based criteria (U.S. Census Bureau, 2023).  

across urbanicity levels (Mui et al., 2022). People 

experience food insecurity for a variety of reasons, 

ranging from, but not limited to, lack of financial 

resources, physical location in poor food environ-

ments, household circumstances, health status, and 

employment status. The disproportionate burden 

of food insecurity is one indication of food 

inequity. 

 In comparison to food security, which is an 

absolute measure of food access, food equity is an 

expansive and relational aspiration for procedural 

and distributive justice in the food system. Food 

inequity results from structural challenges in  food-

related systems and develops if food is unafforda-

ble, unavailable, inaccessible, not culturally prefer-

red, not evenly distributed, and/or not controlled 

by the community (Anderson, 2016; Poulsen, 2017; 

Raja, 2024). Food inequity remains a critical con-

cern in many U.S. cities, where food resources are 

often inequitably distributed (Cook et al., 2004; 

Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015; Joyner et al., 2022; 

Judelsohn et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2012; Mui et al., 

2021; Northridge & Freeman, 2011; Olson, 1999; 

Raja et al., 2024b).  

 People can be food secure and still experience 

food inequity (Juskaite & Haug, 2023). For exam-

ple, a small-scale urban grower may be able to 

grow food to eat but may make limited profits due 

to high expenses (e.g., gentrifying land prices), and 

thus may be unable to meet other life expenses 

(e.g., healthcare). The farmer may also be excluded 

from public-policy decisions that impact their 

farming business (Raja et al., 2024a). Thus, while 

food secure, the farmer may not experience food 

equity. Food equity necessitates fairness in both the 

relative allocation of resources and the processes 

that shape the food system (Allen, 2010; Raja, n.d.; 

2020; Raja et al., 2017b; 2018a; 2021; 2024b).  

 Measuring food equity is challenging—and 

assessing how collective action impacts food 

equity adds complexity (Mui et al., 2021). Meas-

uring progress toward food equity requires meas-

urement of factors that influence demand for 

food, such as relative poverty levels, as well as 

those that influence supply, such as the relative 
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availability of grocery stores. The attention to 

relative levels and/or disparities that drive both 

demand and supply of food distinguishes meas-

ures of food equity from absolute measures, such 

as food security.  Measuring food equity also 

requires documenting who has control over 

decision-making in the food system (Raja et al., 

2017a; 2024a) and how people’s intersectional 

identities (Crenshaw, 1989) relate to their power 

and agency (Raja et al., 2017a). To attain food 

equity, communities must address structural and 

systemic factors such as who earns wealth and 

who controls decision-making (Raja et al., 2014). 

Food equity requires honoring people as active 

agents in articulating their “food aspirations” and 

in designing strategies to achieve those aspirations 

(Raja et al., 2017a; 2021).  

 A growing body of philanthropy is focused on 

collective action. Commensurately, a growing, if 

small, body of literature explores and critiques the 

successes, challenges and impacts of collective 

action in improving food equity and strengthening 

food systems (for example, Hoey et al., 2017; Raja 

et al., 2008). However, existing literature offers 

limited insight on the possibilities and limits of 

collective action when undertaken by place-based 

coalitions of community organizations representing 

varied food system domains. The challenges of 

collective action within segregated and racialized 

landscapes also remain underexplored. In this 

paper we ask specifically how food equity might be 

promoted or restricted using a collaborative, 

intersectoral, cohort-based approach in a city with 

pronounced structural and racial disparities. Apply-

ing the community coalition action theory (CCAT) 

(Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009) to a rustbelt context, 

this paper contributes to the existing literature 

through a mixed-methods case study of the Buffalo 

Community Food System Grant (BCFSG) pro-

gram, launched in 2017. In the subsequent sec-

tions, we describe the inequitable context of 

Buffalo, followed by a brief literature review of 

collective efforts in food systems transformation. 

Then, we provide a description of the research 

design and methods that inform this paper, as well 

as the findings. The paper concludes with ideas for 

future efforts to foster collective, equitable, and 

systemic food system change. 

Context as Foreground  
Buffalo, NY, the study area of this paper, has the 

potential for a robust and equitable food system. 

There is abundant water, fertile agricultural soils in 

the surrounding region, and about 8,000 vacant 

lots (a legacy of its post-industrial history), all of 

which present opportunities for food production 

(City of Buffalo, 2020; Metcalf & Widener, 2011; 

Raja et al., 2014; Raja & Chunyuan, 2016). The city 

is home to diverse residents, coalitions, and social 

movements that are engaged in food system 

change, including New Americans—many of 

whom bring agrarian expertise to their new homes 

(Gilbert & Williams, 2020; Judelsohn et al., 2017). 

Nevertheless, despite the city’s many assets and 

strong social movements, the Buffalo food system 

faces challenges.  

 This post-industrial city is home to 276,486 

people, less than half of its peak population in 1950 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2022; U.S. Department of 

Commerce, 1951). The 2022 median household 

income in Buffalo is US$46,184, with 27.2% of the 

population living below the poverty line (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2022). Nearly 30% of households 

in Buffalo rely on Supplemental Nutrition Assis-

tance Program (SNAP) benefits, far exceeding 

statewide (14.6%) and national (11.5%) rates (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2022). Limited economic resources 

hinder the ability of some to grow, procure, pre-

pare, and eat nutritious foods (Judelsohn et al., 

2017; Raj et al., 2017; 2008). A significant majority 

of neighborhoods in Buffalo are without a super-

market or grocery store, making it difficult for peo-

ple without transportation to procure good food 

(Delgado et al., 2013; Raj et al., 2017; 2008; 2014). 

Certain groups in Buffalo are especially disadvan-

taged: of all households receiving SNAP in Buffalo, 

41.0% have a child under the age of 18, 45.1% are 

Black or African American, and 48.5% include a 

disabled household member (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2022). Buffalo is also one of the most segregated 

cities of its size, and decades of economic extrac-

tion negatively impact Buffalo’s communities of 

color (Blatto, 2018; Taylor et al., 2021). Redlining 

by supermarkets is especially evident in neighbor-

hoods of color. Ruptures in the food system and 

food equity were made glaringly clear during 

COVID-19 (Raja, 2020), and more recently in the 
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face of the May 14, 2022, massacre in one of the 

only supermarkets in a predominantly Black neigh-

borhood in Buffalo (The Food Equity Scholars, 

U.B. Food Lab, 2022). Persistent racial segregation, 

economic inequities, and gentrification impact 

Black and brown people and their neighborhoods 

and constrain food equity (Coley & Adelman, 

2021). 

 Food-related philanthropic initiatives shape 

and are shaped by this complex historical context. 

Within Buffalo, several philanthropic food initia-

tives have emerged locally, and others have roots 

from outside the city (Raja & Whittaker, 2018b). 

Some are led by a single organization, while others 

follow a mutual aid model. Some address symp-

toms of food inequities (e.g., distributing reduced 

price fresh fruits and vegetables to low-income 

consumers), while others attempt to address 

structural drivers of food inequities (e.g., estab-

lishing a neighborhood-led vacant land disposition 

policy to increase access to land for community 

gardens in communities of color). Philanthropic 

efforts increased after the onset of COVID-19, and 

then accelerated after the tragic events of May 14, 

2022, when a white supremacist shot dead 10 

people in one of Buffalo’s few supermarkets in a 

Black neighborhood (The Food Equity Scholars, 

U.B. Food Lab, 2022). Despite the growth of 

philanthropic food system initiatives in Buffalo, 

there is a limited body of existing scholarship that 

teases apart the varied motivations and conse-

quences of such work. 

Collaborative and Collective 
Approaches toward Food Equity: 
A Review of the Literature 
Food equity is an aspiration where people of varied 

incomes, identities, positionalities, resources, and 

power have the means and opportunities to control 

and leverage their desired outcomes and processes 

within the food system (Klassen & Murphy, 2020; 

Mui et al., 2021; Raja et al., 2017a; 2018a; 2021). To 

promote food equity, it is imperative to look 

upstream at the larger food system (Raja et al., 

2014; 2017a). Advancing food equity requires 

amplifying marginalized communities’ agency, con-

trol, and capabilities to use, develop, and control 

resources in the food system—including land and 

capital—for their own well-being (Raja et al., 

2017a). Equally important, food equity demands 

that processes shaping the food value chain—

including public, private, and philanthropic 

investments and policies—be equitable. Recently, 

Cabral and Devereux (2022) present food equity as 

a pluralistic concept, but curiously omit references 

to pre-existing scholarship on food equity (Clark et 

al., 2017; Raja et al., 2018a; 2021).  

 Robust scholarship on food governance pro-

vides guidance on factors that matter for equitable 

food systems transformation. Some suggest that 

increases in food equity can be measured by 

increases in food access, good local jobs in the 

food system, community control of the food sys-

tem, and diversification of decision-makers in the 

food system (Alkon & Mares, 2012; Allen, 2008; 

Allen, 2010; Anderson, 2016; Dhokarh et al., 2011; 

Friel & Ford, 2015; Guthman, 2011; Hinrichs & 

Kremer, 2002; Hinrichs & Allen, 2008; Judelsohn 

et al., 2021; Poulsen, 2017). Relational infrastruc-

ture is key to advancing equity in the food system 

(Irish et al., 2024). Food equity can also be pro-

moted by fostering good, place-based jobs in the 

food system so that economic gains are retained 

within communities and food sector workers can 

earn fair wages (Allen, 2010; Dhokarh et al., 2011; 

Friel & Ford, 2015; Hinrichs & Allen, 2008; 

Judelsohn et al., 2021). Mui et al. (2021) use six 

criteria to evaluate food equity (as addressed in 

regional plans): nutritional adequacy of food, 

affordability of food for all people, availability of 

culturally preferred foods for all, social equity in 

the food system, spatial equity in the food system, 

and enhanced agency of people in the food system. 

These elements are more focused on eaters’ experi-

ences of the food system (as opposed to the 

experiences of farmers, processors, etc.).  

 Food inequity is a “wicked problem”—a diffi-

cult to define, dynamic, interconnected, and diffi-

cult to solve challenge— that necessitates collabo-

rative solutions (Grochowska, 2014; Rittel & 

Webber, 1973). Fortunately, multiple theoretical 

frameworks—including some from outside the 

food systems domain—explain why collaborative 

initiatives emerge, operate, flounder, and/or suc-

ceed. For example, Butterfoss and Kegler (2012) 

theorize how community coalitions succeed in 
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making change through CCAT. The CCAT frame-

work proposes that mutually reinforcing activities 

and ongoing communication between partners are 

critical to the success of collaborative efforts. 

CCAT asserts that coalescing around shared values, 

measurements, and goals builds trust between part-

ners, which strengthens relationships and leads to 

deeper collaboration (Flood et al., 2015). CCAT 

scholars suggest that a backbone organization, as 

well as sufficient funding, are needed to facilitate 

the survival of the coalition (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2012; Kegler et al., 2019). Importantly, the success-

ful application of CCAT necessitates involvement 

of those directly impacted, making it remarkably 

useful for exploring efforts to promote food 

equity. In recent years, scholars empirically 

illustrate that elements of CCAT hold true in the 

context of health-related coalitions (Kegler & 

Swan, 2011). 

 Other, more narrow frames for understanding 

collective effort also exist. For example, Kania and 

Kramer (2011) propose the collective impact (CI) 

model to guide successful collaboration. More re-

ductive than the CCAT framework, the CI frame-

work advocates five principles for effective collab-

oration: “a common agenda, shared measurement, 

mutually reinforcing activities, continuous commu-

nication, and [the presence of a] backbone organ-

ization” (Flood et al., 2015, p. 655). CI emphasizes 

“creating an approach instead of adopting an 

existing approach to a problem” (Flood et al., 

2015, p. 657). Within CI, collaborating organiza-

tions set the scope and boundary of joint goals, 

engage in issue clarification, and develop a strategic 

action framework (Hanleybrown et al., 2012).  

 Scholars widely criticize the CI framework for 

its lack of emphasis on policy engagement, top-

down goal setting, lack of community input mecha-

nisms, and overburdening of the nonprofit sector 

(Ennis & Tofa, 2020; Hoey et al., 2017; Kegler et 

al., 2019; McAfee et al., 2015; Wolff, 2016; Wolff et 

al., 2016). Hoey et al. (2017) report that the lack of 

a policy focus was a key challenge to using CI 

frameworks to create equitable food system 

change. CI initiatives shift the burden of providing 

public services to the overworked (and nondemo-

cratic) nonprofit sector, even when public-sector 

intervention is more appropriate (Macias, 2008; 

Poppendieck, 1999; Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 1999; 

Ray et al., 2012). There are currently no community 

input mechanisms embedded explicitly in the 

tenets of CI. Scholars note that the success of CI 

frameworks may be limited unless organizations 

supplement CI with explicit community engage-

ment (Hoey et al., 2017; McAfee et al., 2015; Wolff 

et al., 2016). The CI framework, as originally pro-

posed, failed to consider questions of equity (for 

example, racial inequities), an oversight that the 

founders recently attempted to address by calling 

for attention to equity across CI principles (Kegler 

et al., 2019). Despite these challenges, philanthro-

pies adopt the CI model widely (with little recogni-

tion of more nuanced, pre-existing theoretical 

frameworks such as CCAT). In contrast, CCAT 

theory, which predates the CI framework, helps 

explain how collective capacity is augmented by 

setting goals jointly with community groups and 

focusing on policy change (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2012; Flood et al., 2015). 

 We draw on these disparate literatures and on 

advice from community partners on how they 

describe equity in the food system to guide our 

research design, which includes a mixed-methods 

exploration of collective initiatives in the BCFSG 

program. Ultimately, we distill, translate and 

expand the CCAT theory into the food system 

domain by framing collective action toward food 

equity as that which (a) strengthens a community 

value chain; (b) builds equitable relational infra-

structure; (c) increases the availability and afforda-

bility of nutritious and culturally preferred foods; 

(d) fosters structural change through job creation, 

entrepreneurship, and job training; (e) bolsters the 

local food system; (f) addresses structural racial 

disparities in the food system; and (g) catalyzes 

policy changes.  

 Long-term, systemic solutions to promote 

food equity necessitate collaboration (Ray et al., 

2012). Although philanthropic initiatives recognize 

the importance of such collaboration, as evidenced 

by recent funding initiatives, the procedural and 

distributive outcomes of such programs remain 

understudied. The degree to which collective action 

leads to more equitable and stronger value chain 

networks in a community’s food system is not well 

documented. This paper explores the possibilities 
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for equity-focused, collaborative, and cohort-based 

partnerships to address food equity across the 

value chain using a case study of Buffalo, NY.  

Research Design and Methods of 
Data Collection and Analysis 
We use a mixed-methods case study of Buffalo to 

examine the degree to which a funded cohort of 

food organizations can collectively advance food 

equity (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Using an 

exploratory sequential research design, we began 

the case study with qualitative interviews of grantee 

representatives at baseline in 2018, followed by a 

quantitative survey of grantee representatives, and 

a spatial analysis of the food landscape in Buffalo 

relative to the grantees’ work to gauge the spatial 

reach of the BCFSG program (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017). We then conducted follow-up 

interviews with grantee representatives in 2020 to 

better understand the impact of the program, 

including its challenges. Authors were also 

participant observers, attending events and meet-

ings convened by the BCFSG. The Buffalo case 

study was approved by the authors’ institutional 

review board (IRB).  

Two forms of qualitative data are used in this case 

study: participant observations and interviews with 

organizational representatives. Two of the five 

authors participated in and observed meetings and 

workshops organized for the cohort by the funder 

of the BCFSG program—United Way of Buffalo 

and Erie County (UWBEC)—from 2017 onwards. 

The lead author and one additional author also vis-

ited sites while organizations were delivering pro-

gramming and observed most grantees following 

the completion of the BCFSG program in 2020. 

Participant observations provided a grounded view 

of the planning and execution of the BCFSG 

program (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).  

 Additionally, pre- and post-interviews with 

representatives of grantee organizations were used 

to gauge the outcomes, successes and challenges of 

the initiative (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Prepro-

gram interviews (n = 20) conducted at baseline 

(summer of 2018) focused on documenting organi-

zational capacity, networks, the readiness of 

grantee organizations to execute programming to 

enhance food equity, the goals for the grant pro-

gram, and anticipated barriers and challenges. Fol-

low-up interviews (n = 10) conducted in the fall 

and spring of 2020 gauged shifts in organizational 

readiness, the extent to which goals of the program 

were achieved, any challenges encountered, and the 

nature and impact of collaborations with other 

organizations in the grantee cohort. At follow-up, 

three organizations were nonresponsive, and ulti-

mately, COVID-19 made it extremely difficult for 

some organizational representatives to participate 

in follow-up interviews because many organiza-

tions were involved in emergency response. Each 

interview took approximately 1.5 hours to com-

plete. Baseline interviews were completed in per-

son, while follow-up interviews were completed 

virtually due to COVID-19. Interviews were de-

identified, transcribed, and coded for a priori 

themes developed from the literature. More than 

100 open-ended codes such as food equity, collab-

orative work, program successes, and program 

challenges were used. Emergent themes were rec-

orded as the coding process progressed to capture 

new themes present in the data (e.g., a focus on 

community development by organizations emerged 

as a theme). All interviews were coded by two indi-

viduals to ensure consistency and quality control. 

Any difference in coding was discussed and 

resolved.  

We administered a survey at the end of the pro-

gram to record grantee outputs and outcomes. 

Results from the qualitative interviews and parti-

cipant observation at the beginning of the project 

informed the survey design. Because the cohort’s 

work spanned multiple food system sectors—food 

production, food wholesale and retail, food service, 

and food policy—the authors included supple-

mental survey questions tailored to each organiza-

tion pertaining to the food system sector they were 

working in. The survey instrument included 

questions about the number and types of people 

served, jobs created, and income generated by 

grantee organizations during the BCFSG program. 

Specifically, the survey asked organizations and 
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funders to identify what they might value as posi-

tive outcomes of the program. Survey responses 

were self-reported by a designee of each grantee 

organization. Representatives of all 13 organiza-

tions opened the survey tool. In May 2019, to 

verify full and accurate responses, authors emailed 

the grantee representatives to confirm survey re-

sponses. Some respondents provided clarifications, 

adjustments, and missing data during this verifica-

tion process. Still, not all questions were answered 

by all 13 organizations.  

The spatial reach of the cohort’s work in Buffalo’s 

food environment was analyzed using ArcGIS 

analysis. Locational (point) data showing grantees’ 

spatial reach was geocoded to illustrate their impact 

on inequitable food environments. Locational data 

of organizations’ work was obtained from the 13 

organizations as well as secondary sources includ-

ing City of Buffalo OpenData. All maps used the 

Erie County Census Tract TIGER/Line files and 

were joined with ACS housing and demographic 

estimates. All point data were geocoded using 

address locator and Google Maps KML files. All 

point- and polygon-based calculations were per-

formed using spatial join, SQL query, and field cal-

culator operations. The spatial reach of grantees 

was compared to pre-existing food disparity and 

opportunity maps of the city available through the 

University at Buffalo Food Systems Planning and 

Healthy Communities Lab. 

A note about authors’ positionality is warranted. 

The five authors began work on this paper as 

members and affiliates of the University at Buffalo 

Food Systems Planning and Healthy Communities 

Lab, a university-based research group in the City 

of Buffalo, NY, which has worked on community-

engaged research in Buffalo for more than 20 

years. The research group and one author have 

observed and provided technical assistance during 

the formation of community-led food projects in 

Buffalo since 2002, including through a longstand-

ing (over 20 year) action-research community-

university project. Due to our research group’s 

collaborative work in Buffalo, the authors previ-

ously studied some of the 13 community food 

organizations in the BCFSG cohort (Raja & 

Chunyuan, 2016; Raj et al., 2017; Raja et al., 2017b; 

2024b; Raja & Whittaker, 2018b). The authors also 

bring diverse lived experience to this work. Two of 

the authors were born in Buffalo and another has 

family roots in Buffalo, while others have chosen 

to make the city home. We also have varied identi-

ties and experiences (authors include two Black 

women, a brown woman [immigrant], a white 

woman [disabled], and a white man). The authors’ 

trajectory of research as well as their deep familiar-

ity and lived experience in the context of Buffalo—

evidenced in our groups’ collective publications—

helped filter the data from participant observations 

and interviews collected for this article.  

 Because the research group previously pub-

lished a food system assessment of the city and 

region, one author was approached by UWBEC 

program staff prior to the launch of the BCFSG 

program to learn about existing food system initia-

tives in Buffalo. Subsequently, this author shared 

pre-existing reports and maps with the UWBEC 

team to help tailor their program to Buffalo’s con-

text. For example, the authors provided the 

UWBEC team with a food system assessment of 

the city and spatial analysis authored by the univer-

sity-based research group to inform UWBEC’s 

decisions about what geographic areas would bene-

fit the most from equitable investment. Ultimately, 

our research group was contracted by UWBEC to 

serve as local Buffalo-based evaluators of the 

BCFSG program. Authors of this paper were not 

involved in selecting grantee organizations to par-

ticipate in the BCFSG program. Neither UWBEC 

staff nor national funder General Mills were 

involved in the data collection, analysis, or 

development of this manuscript.  

Findings: Empirical Case Study of 
the Buffalo Community Food 
Systems Grant Program  
The BCFSG program is part of a larger national 

program funded by the General Mills Foundation 

to seed systemic food systems transformation. 

Funded cities included Buffalo, New York; Minne-

apolis, Minnesota; and Mississauga, Canada. The 

program encouraged local initiatives to tailor their 
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programs while learning from other funded peer 

cities. In Buffalo, UWBEC received a US$1 million 

grant from the General Mills Foundation to lead 

and implement the BCFSG. UWBEC, in turn, 

developed a grant program to fund organizations 

engaged in food work in the City of Buffalo.  

 UWBEC staff rooted the BCFSG in the local 

context. Key UWBEC staff began the process of 

developing the BCFSG program by meeting with 

local, long-time food system actors, advocates, and 

researchers to learn about work already underway. 

Prior to the launch of the BCFSG program, 

UWBEC staff attended the People’s Food Policy 

Summit, organized by a community coalition of 

food organizations, to learn about the aspirations 

of Buffalo community leaders. In other words, 

context was not only background material condi-

tion but foregrounded the design of the program. 

UWBEC staff reviewed prior food-related plans in 

Buffalo, attended community-led food workshops, 

and held multiple conversations with food leaders 

before the design and start of the BCFSG program.  

 After this preemptory grounding, UWBEC 

launched the request for proposal (RFP) process 

for the grant program. In their RFP responses, 

applicants proposed projects aligned with 

UWBEC’s and General Mills’ aims and motiva-

tions. Some organizations worked together prior to 

this grant and submitted proposals for intertwined 

projects; other organizations proposed more nar-

row plans. Working with a national jury, UWBEC 

selected 13 applicants to receive project funding 

over a 2-year period.2 In acceptance decisions, 

those working in empirically identified food oppor-

tunity areas informed by authors’ spatial analysis 

were prioritized. UWBEC staff aimed to select a 

diverse portfolio of awardee organizations. Grant-

ees varied by size, scale, focus of work, and matu-

rity. Grantees received funding and nonmonetary 

support, including capacity-building and training 

opportunities, to support the execution of their 

projects.  

 The goals of the BCFSG at funding outset 

were to (1) foster ongoing collaboration within the 

food security network in the community; (2) im-

prove access to healthy foods such as healthier 

 
2 The authors and their team were not involved in the selection of organizations to fund. 

options in neighborhood stores, new healthy food 

retail, and/or new healthy delivery options; (3) cre-

ate food-related job opportunities, for example, 

through culinary or other food-related instruction 

leading to job readiness or job placement; (4) pro-

mote food entrepreneurship such as business incu-

bators or community kitchens; (5) strengthen food 

skills such as growing, preparing and preserving 

healthy foods; and (6) establish food policy that 

supports the above efforts or similar initiatives. 

The goals of the BCFSG program were structured 

to go beyond simply alleviating hunger or food 

insecurity, and toward mitigating the structural 

drivers of food system inequity. Of the six goals, 

four addressed structural drivers of food inequity, 

including employment and income (goals 3 and 4), 

policy change (goal 6), and relational infrastructure 

(goal 1). Goals 2 and 5 did not address food ineq-

uity but addressed food access goals common to 

many efforts tackling food insecurity. Importantly, 

the premise of the BCFSG program was to con-

verge a cohort of food systems organizations that 

spanned the food value chain as well as the private, 

public and quasipublic sectors. The BCFSG pro-

gram aimed to facilitate network building and 

systemic transformation across the value chain 

through funding the collective work of the cohort.  

 At the program’s outset, the existence of a 

fully shared agenda among grantees was vague. 

During preprogram interviews, all interviewees 

referred to their desire to tackle food insecurity, 

but the extent to which food equity was a cohort 

goal remained unclear over the course of the pro-

gram. For example, during workshops led by 

UWBEC, some Black-led organizations reported 

an interest in fostering community wealth as a 

strategy for promoting food sovereignty, while 

other anti-hunger organizations led by white lead-

ership expressed an interest in reducing hunger 

(Authors’ observation, 2018).  

 In many ways, the BCFSG program aimed to 

fit the principles of CI (Kania & Kramer, 2011; 

2015). Indeed, UWBEC leadership specifically 

mentioned CI as a guiding framework in the 

BCFSG program design. However, the BCFSG’s 

funding of ongoing rather than merely innovative 
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programs, centering of community input and local 

leaders, and the inclusion of policy goals seem 

more aligned with tenets of CCAT than CI. The 

following subsections elaborate on the extent to 

which the BCFSG program met the following 

tenets of CCAT as expanded into the food system 

domain: (a) strengthening a community value 

chain; (b) building equitable relational infrastruc-

ture; (c) increasing the availability and affordability 

of nutritious and culturally preferred foods; (d) fos-

tering structural change through job creation, 

entrepreneurship and job training; (e) bolstering 

the local food system; (f) addressing structural 

racial disparities in the food system; and (g) cata-

lyzing policy changes. 

The BCFSG program funded organizations in dif-

ferent sectors of the food value chain in Buffalo 

(Table 1). A few worked in multiple sectors. Of the 

13 grantees, 10 worked directly on food access, 

seven engaged in food production, seven in food 

retail or food service, and at least one organization 

each worked on aggregation, processing, food 

waste, and/or food policy. Grant awardees included 

urban and rural growers, a cooperative food 

retailer, cooperative extension, an incubator for 

immigrant-owned food businesses, a food policy 

council, and a seasoned community food system 

organization whose work spanned the food value 

chain. This composition of the cohort laid the 

foundation for organizations to establish a collabo-

rative network of business and entrepreneurial rela-

tionships across the value chain. For example, the 

rural farm incubator, which was also the youngest 

organization in the cohort, built business partner-

ships with multiple urban food preparation and 

vending organizations.  

The local funder, UWBEC, served as the backbone 

organization for the BCFSG, sharing information, 

coordinating meetings, and providing capacity-

building resources throughout the grant term. Rep-

resentatives of the grantee organizations noted that 

UWBEC staff were crucial in convening people 

across the food system. One respondent noted: 

Seems like [UWBEC is] interested in being a 

convener and helping to build relationships, 

even if it’s not working together right away, 

but building relationships and trust with each 

other so that we can. I think the more we work 

together when it makes sense, the stronger the 

food system will be. (Interviewee ID # 13_01, 

2018) 

 Another respondent noted that UWBEC’s 

flexibility and the possibility of adapting their 

budgets to the work at hand were significantly 

helpful: 

Sometimes we have funders that [are] like, 

“This is what you put in the budget, and I 

don’t care if it was three years ago. … This is 

what you budgeted for, so this is what you’re 

spending the money on.” I think it was really 

helpful to be able to go to [UWBEC] and say, 

“… this is what’s going on right now. This is 

where we are with the grant. This is the need I 

have now. Is there a way for us to maybe move 

this?” [United Way staff person] was great in 

being like, “You can modify it if you can stay 

within the budget to meet your current needs 

as long as you are meeting the overall grant 

outcomes.” [UWBEC staff person] was incred-

ibly helpful and flexible. We don’t often get 

that from a lot of funders. (Interviewee ID # 

05_02, 2020) 

 Overall, grantees reported that the supportive 

and flexible approach of UWBEC toward the co-

Table 1. Food Sectors of the Buffalo Community Food System Grant (BCFSG) Cohort Organizations 

Cohort size Production Aggregation Processing 

Food retail and 

service 

Food acquisition, 

preparation, 

cooking and 

eating 

Food recovery, 

waste and 

management Food policy 

13 7 2 2 7 10 1 1 
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hort was a departure from relationships with other 

funders. This flexibility was especially important in 

navigating the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 By convening the grantee organizations, new 

relationships were forged among organizations that 

had not previously worked together. For example, 

one food service organization created a venue and 

market for a farm organization to sell its produce; 

the two organizations had no prior relationship. 

That said, the majority of the 13 grantee organiza-

tions had pre-existing relationships of varying 

strength prior to the BCFSG program. Grantees 

noted that the cohort-based nature of the BCFSG 

created opportunities for stronger relationship-

building, leading to other collaborative opportuni-

ties, as illustrated in quotes below from two differ-

ent organizations.  

As a result of … the United Way grant, 

[another grantee] and I have become friends 

and our organizations are specifically working 

together. We co-wrote a grant and got it, we 

just found out last week, for cold storage. … 

Participating farmers in […] can use it as a 

place to store stuff to distribute in the city. 

(Interviewee ID # 02_01, 2020) 

We have formed a relationship and we’re 

working on a project to bridge the urban and 

the rural farming communities. … I’m not sure 

what that’s going to look like, but that is new 

since the grant. (Interviewee ID # 04_01, 

2020) 

 Unexpected relationships across the so-called 

urban-rural divide also surfaced. For example, the 

leader of a rural farm incubator emerged as a fierce 

ally for their urban counterparts, frequently advo-

cating for resources for urban organizations in 

policy and philanthropic spaces. 

 Importantly, philanthropic initiatives like the 

BCFSG do not exist in a vacuum. During the grant 

period, seven BCFSG grantees reported network-

ing with 72 unique organizations both within and 

outside of their grantee cohort. While the BCFSG 

was underway, new food-based community coali-

tions led by Black and brown organizations grew 

organically and in parallel to the BCFSG program. 

Some, like the Seeding Resilience coalition, coa-

lesced in response to COVID-19 and included 

many BCFSG cohort members. The BCFSG and 

Seeding Resilience mutually reinforced each other. 

As a result, the outcomes discussed in the paper 

were not caused exclusively by the implementation 

of the BCFSG program. Participation in multiple 

overlapping coalitions did create some fatigue. 

During interviews, some organizations reported 

irritation with participation in “yet another 

coalition.”  

The BCFSG program aimed to increase the afford-

ability, availability, and accessibility of nutritious 

and culturally preferred foods, a more traditional 

way to improve food security. BCFSG grantees 

aimed to make food affordable by participating in 

and offering public safety net programs. For exam-

ple, over the grant period two organizations 

received 294 electronic benefit transfer (EBT) 

transactions valued at US$2,245 and 64 Double Up 

Bucks or other benefit coupons valued at 

US$1,051.  

 Organizations working with New Americans 

and resettled refugees facilitated the production of 

culturally relevant crops, as well as the sale of 

diverse prepared foods. One interviewee reflected 

on how their organization integrated crops from 

varied countries of origin such as East African 

maize and bitter gourd: 

Some of the refugee populations, there are 

different types of vegetables that historically 

you’re not going to see people in Buffalo think 

about growing but that’s what [New Ameri-

cans] are comfortable growing, what they want 

to grow, what’s native to them. If it can grow 

here, we make sure that we get that so that 

they have food that is comfortable and accessi-

ble, and culturally relevant to them. (Inter-

viewee ID # 05_02, 2018) 

 The BCFSG was also successful in promoting 

physical food access because the cohort was able to 

collectively reach the most marginalized neighbor-

hoods in the city (Figure 1). This spatial reach to 
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address an inequitable food environment was by 

design. UWBEC leadership identified target areas 

(represented by the dark green areas bordered in 

yellow in Figure 1) and privileged organizations 

with reach in historically marginalized neighbor-

hoods, such as the East Side of Buffalo. Seven of 

the 13 funded organizations directly engaged in 

activities growing food in underserved opportunity 

Figure 1. Location of the Buffalo Community Food System Grant (BCFSG) Cohort’s Work in Opportunity 

Areas in Buffalo, New York 
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areas (Table 1 and Figure 1). For example, 59% of 

community gardens managed by a BCFSG grantee 

were in neighborhoods with limited walkable food 

resources (0.5 miles or 0.8 km), thereby increasing 

equitable food access. 

The BCFSG cohort supported job creation, 

entrepreneurship, and job training. Across the 

cohort, 24 full-time equivalent jobs were created 

in food aggregation and wholesale, food retail, and 

food service. Six grantees provided job readiness 

and workforce development activities spanning 

food system sectors, including training 65 indi-

viduals in food production, 62 in food aggregation 

and wholesale, 92 in food retail, and 14 in food 

service. Trainees included adults, youth, New 

Americans, and formerly incarcerated individuals.  

 One interviewee noted how job training 

expanded beyond technical skills to include the soft 

skills necessary to secure future employment in the 

food system:  

A lot of what we do is just basic job training, a 

lot of the kids who come to us, it’s their first 

job when they come to us, so a lot of soft 

skills training, just being on time, what do you 

do when you can’t show up to work, filling 

out a timesheet, keeping a schedule, keeping 

track of a schedule. (Interviewee ID # 13_01, 

2018) 

 Another grantee shared the success of an 

entrepreneur who launched their food retail busi-

ness over the course of the grant: 

[The individual came] into the market probably 

two years ago. [The individual] wanted to start 

a regular restaurant. We went over what that 

would entail. And over the year, [the individ-

ual], became more knowledgable and [a com-

munity commercial kitchen] opened. So now 

[the individual] is in [the community commer-

cial kitchen] and makes [their] product, … 

boxes it up, labels it, and takes it to different 

delis and gas stations. (Interviewee ID # 

09_01, 2020) 

 In addition to providing pre-employment 

training, the BCFSG program fostered small busi-

ness incubation by providing funding for commer-

cial kitchen equipment and business development 

training. 

One way to increase community control of the 

food system is to increase local capacity to grow, 

process, and distribute food. Seven grantees sup-

ported food production in community gardens 

(including market gardens), farms, and private gar-

dens (Table 1 and Figure 1). The BCFSG program 

financed seed-starting equipment, equipment for 

new greenhouses, food production storage space, 

beekeeping equipment, lumber for raised beds, 

landscaping fabric to stifle weeds, drip irrigation, 

and soil amendments. This infusion of funds was 

crucial. One interviewee noted,  

We were able to modify the remaining money 

we have this year to essentially act as a deposit 

on our lumber for next year. We have 13 new 

gardens coming into the network and the 

[US]$5,000 we had remaining is going to prob-

ably fund half of those gardens. We’ll now have 

six gardens that wouldn’t have had raised beds 

or we would have to take that money from 

somewhere else. We were able to bring in more 

gardens this year and not cap it. We were able 

to bring on everyone that asked because we had 

funding. (Interviewee ID # 05_02, 2020) 

 During the grant period, 76 growers affiliated 

with BCFSG grantees started their own seeds, 

grantees trained 1,869 participants to grow food, 

and cohort members grew 14,248 pounds (6,463 

kgs) of food. 

 The BCFSG program also supported commu-

nity control of food resources through increasing 

demand for food grown regionally by commercial 

farmers. Four BCFSG grantees aggregated produce 

from Western NY farmers for sale or donation to 

customers in the City of Buffalo. BCFSG funds en-

abled the purchase of cold storage equipment to 

support the expansion of food aggregation. Grant-

ees aggregated US$25,200 worth of produce from 

regional farmers, pumping money into the local 
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economy. While recognizing these successes, the 

local food value chain can still be strengthened 

further. For example, one food service organiza-

tion that facilitates the sale of prepared ethnic 

foods reported that they did not procure any pro-

duce from local farmers, signaling a missed oppor-

tunity as local farmers do grow the types of produce 

prepared by this food service organization. 

 Beyond supporting local food production, 

aggregation, and retail, public food systems educa-

tion is another way to build capacity for commu-

nity control of the food system. Grantees reached 

over 20,000 unique individuals through public edu-

cation activities. Trainings incorporated topics such 

as saving seeds, growing food, buying healthy food, 

cooking safe food, and more. Increasing commu-

nity knowledge of healthy food systems primes a 

community to gain more community control over 

their food system (Interviews with grant recipients; 

Raja et al., 2024b). 

Perhaps the greatest challenge in the BCFSG pro-

gram was tackling substantive racial disparities in 

the food system. While all 13 organizations aimed 

to serve Black and brown people, very few focused 

on eradicating the conditions that lead to racial dis-

parities in food insecurity. Although the BCFSG 

supported Black- and brown-led organizations’ 

efforts to generate jobs and income, these efforts 

were masked by the prevalent focus on food deliv-

ery and nutrition education across the 13 grantees.  

Departing from traditional food security initiatives, 

the BCFSG aimed to catalyze changes in municipal 

public policy to foster food equity. Specifically, the 

initiative funded the creation of a strategic plan for 

the city-county food policy council. The prepara-

tion of the plan was delayed due to challenges with 

the consultants, but was ultimately completed and 

adopted after the BCFSG program ended. The 

completed plan explicitly draws attention to a num-

ber of inequities in the food system (including 

racial inequities), and is, in fact, one of a handful of 

policy documents in the region that explicitly dis-

cusses inequities. The plan has since fostered ongo-

ing action by the county government to strengthen 

the food system. 

Discussion  
The BCFSG program launched a cohort-based, 

cross-sectoral model to extend the idea of CI by 

linking different sectors of the food system 

together. Despite the interest in CI among philan-

thropic leaders (including in Buffalo), the BCFSG 

model departed from the centrality on innovation 

in CI approaches (Flood et al., 2015; Hanleybrown 

et al., 2012) and moved toward a CCAT model by 

recognizing prior work in the city and focusing on 

policy. While several BCFSG grantees proposed 

new solutions to food inequity, others continued to 

implement existing initiatives with BCFSG funds. 

Continuing what works in a community is also 

innovative. Building on existing initiatives allowed 

organizations to scale up successful projects and 

develop new partnerships. The program honored 

and supported ongoing work, as well as created 

space for new ideas. This flexibility was a key 

strength of the BCFSG program. In many ways, 

BCFSG illustrates that philanthropic organizations 

should look to CCAT, not CI, frameworks as a 

strategy for addressing the complexity of 

community-rooted food projects.  

 Strengths of the BCFSG resulting from imple-

menting a CCAT model included building relation-

ships across an intersectoral food system cohort, 

leveraging ongoing work, and operationalizing a 

flexible funding model. Convening relationships 

was a key strength of the BCFSG program and led 

several grantees to seek future collaborative fund-

ing with one another and engage in joint program-

ming. One of the powerful components of the 

BCFSG program was that it was intersectoral—it 

included growers as well as retailers. Seeding and 

fostering intersectoral relationships could be the 

most long-term systemic impact of the BCFSG 

program on Buffalo’s food system.  

 A key factor for success of the BCFSG pro-

gram was the outstanding staff support from 

UWBEC, the backbone organization. Having a 

backbone organization is a key recommendation in 

both CCAT and CI literature (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2012; Flood et al., 2015; Kegler et al., 2019). 

UWBEC funded items that are typically difficult to 
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include in grants (e.g., salary support and vehicular 

purchases). Grant applications often necessitate 

submitting and following a strict budget despite 

changing community needs. In the case of the 

BCFSG cohort, grantees faced numerous unex-

pected situations ranging from vandalism on prop-

erty, to failed contractual arrangements with con-

sultants, to a global pandemic. Through all these 

unexpected challenges, UWBEC staff were flexible, 

an approach greatly appreciated by the participants. 

Unfortunately, at UWBEC, there was staff transi-

tion, and the key staff overseeing the food portfo-

lio is no longer with the organization. Such transi-

tions in backbone staff can undermine the mature 

phases of collective action efforts.  

 Despite these successes, there were challenges 

for the cohort. The short-term funding of the 

BCFSG program, the burden of data collection, 

sparse staff capacity for continued communication, 

and an emphasis on separate work plans for each 

organization posed challenges for the cohort. 

 All but one grantee/interviewee noted that the 

limited financial sustainability of initiatives launch-

ed through the BCFSG program was a challenge. 

More specifically, organizations expressed concern 

over their ability to continue programming while 

remaining dependent on grant funding. These 

challenges are not unique to the BCFSG. Although 

some grantees already secured additional funding 

to sustain their projects beyond the BCFSG pro-

gram, respondents from other organizations raised 

doubts about financial sustainability past the two-

year funding cycle of the BCFSG. 

 As Hoey et al. (2017) find, shared data collec-

tion, a key tenet of CCAT work, is often not possi-

ble until organizations build capacity. Larger 

BCFSG grantees were better equipped and better 

resourced to collect data compared to smaller 

organizations. While all organizations shaped the 

metrics that guided the data collection, not all 

organizations were able to contribute equally to 

data reporting. These disparities in the organiza-

tional capacity of food-related organizations are 

also tied to larger racial and economic disparities in 

the City of Buffalo (The Food Equity Scholars, 

U.B. Food Lab, 2022). Such differences in organi-

zational capacity led to inequities in who could 

substantially contribute to the program evaluation. 

Equitable, cohort-based, and collaborative pro-

gramming must recognize historic, place-based 

structural disparities, and level the organizational 

playing field by funding technical assistance sup-

port for smaller organizations, including for data 

collection.  

 A key pillar of CCAT is continued communi-

cation among all partners. One challenge that 

grantees reported was having insufficient time to 

develop deep collaborative partnerships. This chal-

lenge was especially salient for organizations with 

fewer staff. As relationship-building takes time, 

organizations with fewer staff members often had 

to juggle attending cohort workshops with meeting 

other, frequently time-sensitive, organizational 

needs. In fact, the downside of the capacity-

building workshops and gatherings was that it took 

time away from substantive work. Organizations 

with more staff were able to distribute staff time 

more broadly, meeting organizational demands 

while also freeing up time to attend workshops, 

trainings, and meetings with other grantees.  

 Among some grantees, self-perceptions shifted 

due to collaborations across grantees. For example, 

some organizations were engaged with food work 

prior to the grant, but did not see themselves as 

part of the food system or as contributing to food 

equity until engaging in programming with their 

BCFSG cohort. While some grantees initiated col-

laborations, the entire cohort of grantees did not 

communicate collectively unless initiated by the 

funder or the evaluator. One of the most success-

ful ways that a few members of the BCFSG cohort 

continued to communicate beyond the duration of 

the grant was by establishing new intersectoral 

partnerships (e.g., buying, selling, and/or donating 

goods and/or services across the food value chain).  

 Although some grantees chose to work 

together and were self-motivated to do so, there 

was little incentive built into the grant for cross-

organizational collaboration. A key lesson learned 

is that collaborative grants could be more effective 

if they funded organizations to work together on 

programming through shared initiatives. While 

some collaborative work happened organically, and 

several partners applied for future grants together 

as a product of having developed stronger partner-

ships through the BCFSG, such partnership-build-
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ing was not directly funded by the grant, and not all 

grantees worked collaboratively with other cohort 

partners.  

 Certainly, some elements of CCAT (Butterfoss 

& Kegler, 2009, 2012) and CI (Kania & Kramer, 

2011) frameworks hold true for the BCFSG pro-

gram. However, such principles were insufficient in 

assuring a focus on food equity within funded initi-

atives, rather than a focus on food security. For 

example, rebalancing powered relationships in the 

food system was not the dominant grant outcome. 

Butterfoss and Kegler (2009; 2012) recommend 

that affected people be centered in designing and 

executing coalition work, but adherence to this 

tenet was uneven across grantee organizations. 

That said, some grantees were led by community 

residents deeply impacted by food inequity and 

were better able to respond to community needs 

because they were integrated into the neighbor-

hood. For example, two grantee organizations 

mobilized quickly to deliver produce to shut-in 

elder residents in Black neighborhoods at the onset 

of COVID-19. These organizations were primed to 

do so as they were part of the community, embed-

ded in its fabric, and aware of their own needs.  

 There are some limitations of this research 

which are important to note. As discussed above, 

this research was ongoing at the onset of COVID-

19. As organizations within the BCFSG cohort 

shifted to respond to emergency needs augmented 

by the pandemic, staff had less time available to 

participate in data collection. This was especially 

true for organizations with a small number of staff. 

Therefore, the first key limitation to this work is 

that there is an imbalance of data collected across 

organizations within the cohort. Our findings 

might inflate the experiences of organizations that 

participated in more data collection activities. The 

authors combatted this limitation by triangulating 

findings across data sources. The second key limi-

tation, which can also be perceived as a strength, is 

that the authors had preexisting relationships with 

many of the organizations in the cohort. The 

authors reduced the impact of our own biases by 

engaging in strategies that included conducting 

intercoder reliability assessments during thematic 

coding, analyzing quantitative data alongside quali-

tative data, and engaging in discussions of critical 

reflexivity with other co-authors. While reducing 

the impact of our own biases was an important 

aspect of bracketing for this research, being a part 

of the food equity community in Buffalo also 

strengthened this work. Having prior knowledge of 

and relationships with organizations in the cohort 

increased trust between research participants and 

the authors. By living and working in Buffalo, the 

authors of this work more deeply understood the 

historic and contextual settings of this research, 

and such knowledge was critical foregrounding for 

research activities.  

Conclusion  
Fostering food equity through collaborative, inter-

sectoral initiatives is anything but easy. Designing 

collective initiatives, launching them, and monitor-

ing their successes are complex endeavors. The 

experience of the BCFSG program offers some 

insights into the possibilities of advancing food 

equity through collective initiatives. Collaborating 

across partners, honoring ongoing and preceding 

food system work, and providing flexible funding 

were key nurturing factors of the BCFSG cohort-

based model. Such recognition of prior collabora-

tions is rare and represents a departure from tradi-

tional philanthropic work. Collectively, gains of the 

BCFSG were apparent in increasing the availability 

and affordability of nutritious and culturally 

relevant foods. Still, more fundamental questions 

of addressing equity, especially racial equity, 

remained a challenge during the BCFSG program.  

 Multiple crises bring attention to the bottle-

necks, inefficiencies, and inequities within Buffalo’s 

food system. Following the onset of COVID-19, 

on May 14, 2022, a white supremacist massacred 10 

people in one of the only food stores in a predomi-

nantly Black neighborhood in Buffalo. The massa-

cre drew attention to racial disparities long present 

in the Buffalo food retail environment. During 

COVID-19 and after the massacre, local organiza-

tions mobilized relatively rapidly, in large part due 

to the presence of local knowledge and prior work-

ing relationships, including many of those funded 

by the BCFSG. Growers donated extra food, gar-

deners planted extra beds, local aggregators stored 

food, bicycle couriers delivered food, all within 

days or weeks of each crisis (Authors’ observations, 
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2020; Raja, 2020). Local networks are, in fact, key 

to rapid and equitable response and recovery (The 

Food Equity Scholars, U.B. Food Lab, 2022; Raja, 

2020). Building and sustaining the capacity of 

localized and resilient networks to respond to 

multiple crises will be an important strategy for the 

future of community food systems. But this will 

not be enough. Dismantling systemic racism within 

the food system is crucial. Crises like the massacre 

at a grocery store in Buffalo’s majority Black 

community suggest that discussions about food 

equity must address deeper issues of power 

imbalances and systemic disparities. 

 An important insight from the BCFSG pro-

gram is that the already overburdened nonprofit 

sector cannot restructure the food system or com-

bat systemic racism alone. Food equity needs to be 

on the public policy agenda. Recent national anal-

yses suggest that while food is starting to be incor-

porated into the public agenda, equity remains an 

elusive goal (Mui et al., 2021). Community organi-

zations—especially those engaged in collective 

efforts such as the BCFSG program—have the 

potential to engage with the public sector to scale 

up their collective impacts. This is, of course, diffi-

cult. Food policy implementation takes considera-

ble time, while grant programs are short-lived.  

 Moving forward, those interested in collabora-

tive approaches to food systems transformations 

could consider catalyzing interorganizational and 

intersectoral cooperation. Long-term funding for 

collaboration across the food value chain that 

encourages cooperation, not competition, is neces-

sary to foster long-term change, allow relationships 

and collaborations to evolve, and build trust 

between partners. For example, philanthropic 

organizations committed to systemic change could 

consider inviting joint, cooperative, intersectoral 

proposals—from a coalition of new farmers and a 

coalition of retailers, for example—to foster com-

plementary projects. Developing grant programs 

that are by design community-based and intersec-

toral across the food value chain is more likely to 

accelerate equitable systemic transformation com-

pared with traditional philanthropic models. Within 

such efforts, prioritizing racial equity is crucial, a 

fact that is glaringly apparent in the national con-

sciousness following Mr. Floyd’s murder (The Civil 

Eats Editors, 2020), and more locally, the massacre 

by a white supremacist in Buffalo on May 14, 2022 

(The Food Equity Scholars, U.B. Food Lab, 2022). 

Overall, cohort-based collaborative funding that 

supports the development of a food value chain is 

a promising approach to addressing food ineq-

uity—but only when such cohorts disrupt racial, 

economic, and existing power structures in the 

food system.   
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