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Overview 
 
In 2002, the YMCA of Greater Grand Rapids began a long journey into addressing childhood 
obesity in their community. They started hosting physical activity programming and quickly 
expanded into nutrition education, through SNAP Ed after school programs and Cooking Matters 
workshops with families. As participants started incorporating the healthy habits promoted by 
these programs, they found that their food environments posed challenges to implementing 
these practices in their daily lives. To address the need for more affordable and accessible 
sources of healthy food, the YMCA created the Veggie Van, a mobile market that offers fresh 
and locally grown produce at high-priority locations throughout the community. Now, the Veggie 
Van serves 20 locations including senior centers, schools, and low-income housing 
communities. At each location, the market helps strengthen the relationship between local 
growers and urban consumers and increases healthy food access.  
 
Community Food Project 
 
As a natural extension of their previous efforts, the YMCA’s team forged relationships with 
local convenience stores in some of Grand Rapids’ most vulnerable communities to launch a 
Healthy Corner Store Initiative with the help of Community Food Projects (CFP) grant through 
the USDA. In the first year of the project, the team partnered with three corner stores to 
reduce the barriers to including fresh, high-quality produce in their offerings. Their team aided 
with marketing to reform public perception of corner store produce, and provided support for 
in-store merchandising to ensure customer engagement. Since then, partnerships have grown 



to include seven corner stores, and now the Veggie Van serves as a delivery vehicle for corner 
stores experiencing challenges finding a distributor for small orders of produce. The financial 
support from CFP has also helped the team form partnerships with New City Urban Farm, 
which employs at-risk youth to engage in leadership and professional development 
programming, and Hope Farms, a business incubator for refugee farmers.  
 
Impact 
 
The Veggie Van Mobile Market and Healthy Corner Store Initiatives have increased access to 
locally grown produce for 42,000 vulnerable urban residents, and increased capacity for 
refugee and at-risk youth growers in the Grand Rapids community. By ensuring that fresh food 
is affordable, available, and easily purchased with SNAP and WIC benefits, these programs 
have laid the foundation for self-reliance among residents seeking healthy options in their 
neighborhoods. The Veggie Van has increased the Grand Rapids food system’s capacity to 
aggregate and distribute produce to vulnerable urban neighborhoods. This has meant that 
more than 17,298 customers were able purchase fruits and vegetables in their neighborhoods, 
where they otherwise may have not had access. The seamless nature with which these 
programs fit into the YMCA’s mission ensure that these impacts will endure and grow.  
 

             


