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Over the past four years, the City and County of Denver has made solid progress
in the pursuit of greater healthy food access for all Denver residents, as well as the 
development of an economically robust food system. Among our many efforts to 
promote a strong and resilient food system that strengthens our community, I am 
most proud of the following:

£ Creating the denver seeds taskforce

£ Supporting the denver sustainable food policy council, a Mayoral commission

£ Adopting, as part of the the citywide 2020 sustainability goals, the goal to grow and/or process 
20% of food purchased in Denver in Colorado

£ Supporting the development of a multimillion dollar investment program for healthy food retail

£ Initiating, and expanding by more than ten-fold, our healthy corner store program

£ hiring the first dedicated staff member to support food system development across the city 

£ supporting community, philanthropic, and industry engagement across the food system through 
events such as the Local Food Summit and Business-to-Business Farmers Market

£ providing $7.5 million of direct financial support for food-based projects that build wealth and
transform our lowest income communities

World-class cities require world-class food systems, and Denver’s food system  is not 
without its challenges. This report frames the incredible impact our system already 
makes on our economy, our health and our community. This baseline summary also 
frames some of the fundamental questions we have yet to answer.  

i invite you to help us answer these questions 
and to help us create the food system this 
great city deserves.

Letter from Denver Mayor
Michael B.Hancock
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Denver Food System Background

Municipalities around the nation are working to
build robust food systems that help achieve critical
goals related to health, economy, community, 
climate, and more. Since 2010, the City and County
of Denver and its partners have pursued multiple
ongoing efforts to support and promote Denver’s
food system. As a measuring stick to gauge Denver’s
progress compared to that of other cities, several
representatives attended the Climate Leadership
Academy, hosted by the Institute for Sustainable
Communities, in Santa Fe, New Mexico in 2014.  

Among the city agencies attending were the Denver
Office of Economic Development, Department of
Environmental Health, Community Planning and
Development, as well as City Council. Additionally,
representatives from Denver Urban Gardens, the
Sustainable Food Policy Council, and Colorado
State University Extension attended. Other cities
from Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and
Nevada were present as well. These communities
shared their successes, failures, goals, and plans
for how to create more sustainable food systems
moving forward.  

The Denver group left the conference with the over-
whelming feeling that Denver was ahead of the curve
based on the number of agencies and organizations
engaging in work to promote food systems planning.
However, they were without a unified vision and a
strategy for how to proceed.

As the result of a recommendation to the Mayor, 
a Manager of Food Systems Development was hired
to align efforts and lead planning efforts to create
a more vibrant, robust and sustainable food system
for future generations of Denver residents.

QuickFacts: Denver Food System

Purpose of thisReport

$7 billion of economic activity is generated by 
Denver’s food system annually

$312 million of tax revenue is generated annually by 
Denver’s food system

2,221 food system business establishments 
operate in Denver

This baseline report outlines the current state of
the Denver food system. The report:

£ Highlights key food system indicators

£ Discusses recent policy changes that strengthen
the city food system

£ Poses some key questions that still need answers
in order to build on current momentum and help 
inform the Denver Food Plan 

While this report investigates the breadth of the
food system it is not comprehensive. More research
is needed to understand the deep complexities
and nuances of each food system sector. Baseline
data is just a starting point. 

The primary purpose of this report is to help guide
collaborative food system planning and inspire 
individuals, communities, and businesses to build
a comprehensive vision for the future of the Denver
food system. 

THIS BASELINE REPORT OUTLINES THE CURRENT STATE 

OF THE DENVER FOOD SYSTEM. THE REPORT HIGHLIGHTS

KEY FOOD SYSTEM INDICATORS, DISCUSSES RECENT 

POLICY CHANGES THAT STRENGTHEN THE CITY FOOD 

SYSTEM, AND POSES SOME KEY QUESTIONS THAT STILL

NEED ANSWERS IN ORDER TO BUILD ON CURRENT 

MOMENTUM TO IMPROVE THE FOOD SYSTEM. THIS REPORT

CAN HELP TO GUIDE COLLABORATIVE FOOD SYSTEM

PLANNING THAT INSPIRES INDIVIDUALS, COMMUNITIES

AND BUSINESSES WORKING TO IMPROVE THE DENVER

FOOD SYSTEM.

1

56,000 employees work in the Denver food system—
accounting for nearly 10% of all jobs in Denver 

{ {

{ {

{ {
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5    denver’s food system—a baseline report 6



What isaFood System?

A “food system” is the process of how food gets from a farm or ranch to an individual and their family.
The food system begins with the land, water, seeds, and tools that farmers and ranchers convert into food.
The food system also encompasses the cleaning, moving, processing, repacking, packaging, distributing,
selling, and cooking that happens between the farm and your plate. 

consumers play a crucial role in the food system. Our purchases inform the system about what and how
much to produce. 

details about each sector is provided on the right, but it is critical to note that the strongest food systems
include robust links between each sector in the system. 

Food System Sectors

RESTAURANTS
Includes restaurants, cafeterias, schools, hospitals, other food service providers, and food trucks.
For more information, go to page 21.

COMMUNITY FOOD SERVICES
Includes food banks, food pantries, hunger relief organizations, food assistance programs 
(e.g. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; Women, Infants and Children; Senior Assistance), 
and efforts aimed at preventing food waste. For more information, go to page 23.

  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

FOOD PRODUCERS
Includes farms, ranches, suppliers of critical inputs (e.g. land, water, seeds, technologies, and capital),
community and school gardens, and farmer/gardener education. For more information, go to page 13.

FOOD PROCESSORS
Includes packaging, processing, or manufacturing food for snacks, ready-to-eat foods, preserved foods, 
beverages, etc. For more information, go to page 15.

FOOD DISTRIBUTORS
Includes food distributors, brokers, aggregators, and wholesalers of grocery products and raw farm 
products. For more information, go to page 17.

FOOD RETAILERS

GROCERY
Includes supermarkets, grocery stores, convenience stores, specialty markets, farmers markets, and
farm stands. For more information, go to page 19.

FOOD CONSUMERS
Includes consumer education and empowerment, diet-related health outcomes, healthy food access 
programs, food-oriented community engagement, and everyone who eats! 
For more information, go to page 25.
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Why Food Systems Matter

The Denver Food System touches residents’ lives in many different ways. For 2,200+ businesses and
56,000+ employees, the food system is a critical economic opportunity. For example, one of every 10
workers in denver is employed in the local food system—a 34% increase over the past decade! As a whole
the food system is responsible for six percent, or $7 billion of Denver’s total economic activity.1 Despite
these impressive figures, business owners and entrepreneurs are well aware of the challenges of running 
a successful enterprise within this industry. Financial viability often requires difficult decisions with signifi-
cant environmental, social, and even health implications. 

Denver residents play a large role in the food system. Our high quality of life depends on many factors, 
including accessibility of food vendors, healthy food options, job opportunities, safe food preparation, and
even awareness of where food comes from and how diet affects one’s health. At its best, the food environ-
ment (i.e. what food is supplied, processed, and grown in the community) reflects and supports the values
of residents.   

The food system does much more than just feed people. the food system impacts (and is impacted by)
everything from city zoning policies and economic development to diet and well-being. The ripple effects
of a vibrant food system are felt beyond grocery sales and local production; it means healthier students
who can learn better, a higher quality of life for community residents, greater equity among residents, and
stronger economic growth and resiliency for our city.   

Benefits of a Strong Food System

=  RESILIENCY

ECONOMY

COMMU

NI
T Y

HEALTH

ECONOMIC IMPACTS
As Denver continues to grow, demand for grocery stores, restaurants, specialty markets, farmers markets,
and commercial kitchens grows as well.  This in turn creates jobs and helps build strong local businesses. 

HEALTH IMPACTS
Access to convenient, affordable, healthy foods are goals that when adopted by a community, can 
decrease rates of chronic disease and premature death.2 In a city where one in five adults are obese and
one in three children are either overweight or obese, reducing such health complications is a top priority.
Such challenges can begin to be addressed when the food system is considered holistically.  

COMMUNITY IMPACTS
People want to live in communities that have convenient, affordable food stores with fresh food choices.
People also want to feel proud of their neighborhood and feel connected to the people and businesses lo-
cated within walking distance.  The food system plays a large role in a neighborhood landscape and how
community members come together.  This can include school or neighborhood gardens beautifying a
block, or a corner store stocking fresh fruits and vegetables for local patrons. However, not all communi-
ties experience these benefits equally and large disparities exist between neighbors and neighborhoods.

RESILIENCY IMPACTS
Resiliency refers to our community’s ability to withstand significant and often unplanned events like 
extreme weather events. Strong food systems support resiliency of our community in an uncertain future. 
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Denver Food System History

The food system has been essential to Denver’s
community and economic development since the
city was founded in 1858—even before becoming
part of the Colorado territory. 

In fact, in1858 Dr.William Thomas, an early profes-
sor of the Colorado Agricultural College, toured139
farms within 75 miles of Denver and remarked on the
abundance and productivity of our agricultural land. 

The demand for local food is not a new trend. As
early as 1859, the Rocky Mountain News featured
an editorial encouraging the development of a more
robust local food system to support a growing 
mining industry. 

The early success of Denver ’s food system was due
in great part to early innovations, including granite
flour mills and “hot houses” for season-long lettuce
exports as early as 1876. In 1877, mining and food
systems products yielded nearly the same economic
impact—over $7.4 million in sales. As the boom in
silver mining in Colorado brought much wealth to the
residents of Denver, the city’s economy also gained
a more stable base rooted in railroads, wholesale
trade, manufacturing, food processing, and servic-
ing the growing agricultural, ranching, and mining
industries.  

In 1893, financial panic swept the nation, and the
silver boom collapsed. Denver was already suffering
economically due to several successive years of
droughts and harsh winters that had hurt the agri-
cultural industry. Agricultural distress, coupled with
the withdrawal of foreign investors and the over-
expansion of the silver mining industries, led stock
prices to decline, banks to close, businesses to fail,
and numerous farms to cease operation.

The U.S. economy began to recover in 1897, and
while jobs slowly began to trickle back into Denver,
real estate prices remained depressed through1900.

From that time and through the depression, agricul-
ture remained a strong, consistent industry. Develop-
ing irrigation infrastructure and increasing crop
diversification led to a stable food industry through-
out the state. Without the jobs brought by the 
production and processing of food, the depression
in Denver would have been much worse. 

While much has changed in Denver’s social, political,
and economic landscape, the fundamental need
for a robust food system has remained.

Denver 
Sustainable 
Food 
Policy 
Council
created 

Denver 
Food 
Producing 
Animals 
Ordinance
passes

Denver 
SEEDs 
Task Force
convened

Colorado 
Cottage 
Foods Act
passes

Denver 
Food Retail
Expansion
to support 
health program 
initiated to 
support 
grocery stores 

Breakfast
After 
the Bell
legislation
adopted

Colorado 
Fresh Food 
Financing 
Fund
established

Denver passes
Residential
Sales of 
Fresh 
Produce and
Cottage Foods 
ordinance

Denver
Healthy 
Corner Store 
Initiative
program
launches

Denver passes 
ordinance 
requiring 
Health Impact 
Assessments
for all 
neighborhood
plans

Cottage 
Food Act 
Expansion
adopted 
by state 
legislature

Denver 
hires first 
Manager of
Food System 
Development

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

celebrating our successes denver food system timeline (since 2010)

3
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FOOD PRODUCTION G The number of businesses in the food produc-
tion sector has decreased. In 2007 there were 
24 farms located in Denver but today there are
only 144

G At its peak Denver was home to 307 farms, 
meaning we have lost an average of three farms 
per year for the last 90 years5

G Several programs for beginning farmers exist in 
Denver to help new farmers enter agriculture

G Economic viability of family farms and ranches

G Long-term access to land

G Reliable access to clean, affordable water

G Efficient access (distribution & information) 
to reliable markets

G Dependent and reliant on the weather (growing 
season and extreme weather events) 

G Consumer education and awareness about 
the realities of food production

Trends

denver food producing animals ordinance (2011):
Permits Denver residents to maintain up to eight
chickens and/or ducks and up to two dwarf goats
on a single property.

updated zoning to allow for gardening:
In the latest revision of the city zoning code, a num-
ber of changes were made to ensure that gardening
was an allowable use in nearly all zone districts.

Policy Changes
Where should food production happen in the city?

What is the city’s role in supporting urban and 
rural farm viability?

How can Denver be a strong partner in a robust 
regional food system? 

Key Questions

Challenges

The food production sector is primarily comprised of farms and ranches. However,
production actually starts with land, water, soil, sunlight, and other inputs used to
enhance fertility and reduce the sometimes-devastating impacts of events like pests
and unseasonable weather.

farms in denver and the surrounding metro area produce an incredible abundance
including wheat, corn, soy, oilseed, dry beans, dry peas, nursery and greenhouse
crops, fresh fruits and vegetables, and other grains. Farms and ranches also produce
meat (beef, pork, lamb, goat, chicken, turkey, and duck), eggs, and dairy.

To a lesser degree, community and home gardens also provide food to residents.
Perhaps more importantly, recent research suggests that gardening leads to 
improvements in overall fruit and vegetable consumption,dietary knowledge,physical
activity, sense of community, and overall community engagement.6

Q U I C K  F A C T S
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Denver farms use 143 acres (or 0.14%) of total land in the city
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Only one Denver farm was certified as organic as of 2012
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

124 households have food-producing animal permits in Denver
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Six Denver farms are located on Denver Public Schools’ properties
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Another 102 DPS schools have gardens
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Denver has more than 110 active community gardens
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

…and thousands of home gardens!
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

406

14
businesses in 20141

total jobs in 20151

$24,119,603
sales generated in 20131

$517,643
tax revenue generated in 20131
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FOOD PROCESSING

The ability to preserve and extend the season of food products is a critical function
of any food system as it allows for year round food access. This sector is often con-
sidered a value-added step in the food system—where raw food products are trans-
formed through processing (e.g. cutting, mixing, freezing, cooking, baking, canning,
etc.) into a product ready for distribution and/or consumption. food
processing/manufacturing is considered a best practice strategy for stimulating
food entrepreneurship that has gained national attention in recent years. 

Food processors/manufacturers in Colorado have a strong history of success in
the marketplace: from products like pickled vegetables and snack foods to the
plethora of microbreweries, wineries, distilleries, and other beverages. Maybe it’s
something in the sunlight or water, but Colorado’s food companies are flourishing.
Their success is, in no small part, a direct reflection of Denver consumers’ values
and desires. 

G For the last decade, Denver bakers have been 
the largest full-time and part-time employed 
occupation in the food-processing sector. This 
occupation has grown 22% since 2008

G Over the past two years, several commercial 
kitchens have closed in Denver, prompting con-
cerns about limited commercial kitchen infra- 
structure for new and growing food businesses

G Affordable, available commercial processing 
space

G Compliance with food safety requirements

G Efficient access to good markets, customers

G Cash flow challenges during growth

G Land use changes and competition for scarce 
manufacturing space in Denver

Trends

cottage food act (2012): 
This state law enabled small food manufacturers to
use home kitchens rather than commercial kitchens
for a very limited range of products, sold directly to
consumers.

cottage food act expansion (2015): 
This law expanded the kinds of products that can 
be processed for sale locally. Additionally, this law 
increases the gross revenue a producer can earn
per product sold.

Policy Changes
How can existing food processors best be retained
and helped to grow in Denver?

How can new food processors best be supported as
they start and grow in Denver?

How can connections between processors, local input
suppliers, and local customers be strengthened?

Is there really a lack of kitchen infrastructure or do 
the businesses and resources just need to be better
connected? 

Key Questions

Challenges

Q U I C K  F A C T S
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Food processors in Denver accounted for $3.5 billion in sales, which 
is almost half of the Denver food system’s total sales

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

32% of these businesses are beverage manufacturers, accounting 
for 28% of the jobs and 34% of sales

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Employees in this sector make an average of $67,159 per year,  
the highest across the food system and over twice as much as the 
average of $32,129

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Denver has 674 active food licenses, including 132 licensed bakeries7

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

6,062

149
businesses in 20141

total jobs in 20151

$3,505,176,290
sales generated in 20131

$67,768,274
tax revenue generated in 20131
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FOOD DISTRIBUTION

Food aggregators and distributors fulfill several critical roles in our food system. This
sector is responsible for transporting raw farm and ranch products to processors
and for redistributing both raw and processed food back to markets, retailers, and
sometimes even directly to consumers.

Aggregators and distributors have an even larger impact as a connector between
supply and demand. These businesses function as critical intermediaries between
consumers and producers or processors. On one hand they market food products
and on the other they help inform and shape production to better meet customer
needs. This creates extraordinary value and efficiency in the marketplace. Improve-
ments and innovations in food distribution have been a significant factor in reducing
the cost and increasing the quality of food for many consumers.

G Loss of small, local distribution businesses 

G Consolidation of remaining businesses

G Interest in innovation to fill perceived market gaps
through food hubs, producer cooperatives, etc.

G Cost of infrastructure and unpredictable 
gas/oil prices

G Affordable, available warehouse space near 
transportation corridors

G Lacking infrastructure that supports connections
between local suppliers and retailers 

G Seasonal variation in product availability 

G Shorter shelf life of many healthier foods 

G High levels of competition, significant cash-on- 
hand needs, and low profit margins

Trends

usda agricultural marketing service (ams) grants:
The USDA AMS provides resources, technical assis-
tance, and in 2015 allocated $90 million to support
the development of local food systems. The AMS
has identified innovative distribution models, like
food hubs, as one key promising strategy for support-
ing small and midsize farmers while bringing more
local foods to local markets.

Policy Changes
How can existing food distributors best be retained
and helped to grow, particularly in light of land 
use changes and competition for warehouse space 
in Denver?

How can connections between distributors, local
suppliers, and local customers be strengthened?

Are there sufficient gaps in distribution and 
aggregation of local and/or healthy food that 
warrant the creation of new aggregation/
distribution companies? 

Key Questions

Challenges

22%

denvercolorado

Q U I C K  F A C T S
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

22% of food aggregator and distributor establishments in Colorado 
are located in Denver County

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Denver has 12 active wholesale food licenses for fresh milk and dairy 
companies and over 40 for each, fresh meats and fish; produce and 
bulk foods; and bottled and canned food and beverage companies7

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

4,214

181
businesses in 20141

total jobs in 20151

$683,933,855
sales generated in 20131

$82,493,066
tax revenue generated in 20131
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food retail is the sector of the food system with which people interact most 
frequently. A considerable part of this industry sector includes grocery stores,
convenience stores, and specialty markets. These establishments provide a broad
array of products for residents of the communities where they are located. These
establishments are a community’s main lifeline to food resources.   

Retailers and their food offerings strongly reflect consumers’ purchasing patterns
—their tastes and preferences—and also the economic realities of a neighborhood.
Retailers in urban environments like Denver are diverse and can be smaller in phys-
ical size, mobile, and/or can be limited in the variety of food items offered.

many denver residents lack equitable access to a range of different retailers or
even a single full-service grocery store. High income and educational attainment
are among the demographic indicators that grocery retailers prefer, which does not
always coincide with underserved areas. As a result, some Denver neighborhoods
rely on smaller establishments, like convenience stores and specialty markets, for
all of their food resources because they cannot access a full-service grocery store.
Access can be further limited if residents do not have easy access to a vehicle,
public transportation, or safe ways to walk/bike to grocery retailers.

FOOD RETAIL
GROCERY

G Loss of independent and neighborhood 
grocery stores

G Increasing interest in consumer and worker- 
owned cooperative grocery stores

G Lower numbers of grocery stores in many lower 
income neighborhoods

G Economic viability of small grocery retailers

G Connecting to reliable local suppliers and cost 
effective distributors at the right scale

G Access to an adequately trained workforce

G Increased competition for market share between 
grocers

Trends

residential sales of fresh produce and cottage
foods ordinance:
Allows individual permit holders to sell raw, uncut
produce or homemade cottage foods produced on
their home property.

food retail expansion to support health (fresh): 
This program supports grocery store development
in underserved areas in Denver.

healthy corner store initiative:  
Aimed at helping small convenience stores in Denver
increase their inventory and sales of healthy foods.

Policy Changes
How to encourage retailers to increase healthy
and/or local food options in stores while remaining
profitable?

How to support convenience stores interested in 
increasing fresh and/or healthy food options?

How to best motivate grocery stores to move into
neighborhoods that currently have limited access
to healthy food?

How do we encourage marketing and placement 
of healthy foods and beverages in stores to affect
purchases?

Key Questions

Challenges

Q U I C K  F A C T S
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

49% of low- to moderate-income Denver neighborhoods lack 
convenient access to grocery stores

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

92 grocery stores in Denver represent 4,938 jobs. While convenience
stores and specialty markets provide the other 1,181 jobs

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The number of Denver stores authorized to receive Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits increased 34% from 
2008 to 2012 8

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

In 2008, 33 stores in Denver were authorized to receive Women, 
Infants and Children (WIC) benefits. Between 2008 and 2012 this 
number did not change

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Denver has 22 front-yard farm stands (with residential sales permits)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Denver has 16 farmers markets, up 78% since 2009
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

6,119

224
businesses in 20141

total jobs in 20151

$452,042,576
sales generated in 20131

$37,999,087
tax revenue generated in 20131
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FOOD RETAIL
RESTAURANTS

Today, americans are eating out more as opposed to cooking meals at home.
Nationwide, consumers spend $1.9 billion on food outside of the home daily, so
it’s no wonder greater than 40% of Americans say that restaurants are an essential
part of their lifestyle.9, 10, 11

The restaurant sector in Colorado is flourishing due to this consumer demand. one in
two coloradoans eat at restaurants on any given day, adding up to approximately 
2 million restaurant meals served in Colorado daily.9

In Denver, the restaurant sector is growing rapidly. Restaurant sales are higher than
the national average, and Denver restaurant sales grew by 4.9% in the past year:
the fourth-highest growth rate among major U.S. cities.12 The sector is also a major
driver of employment in the city, contributing the two most widely employed posi-
tions in Denver and 7% of the total city workforce.1 This growth is impressive and
as Denver’s population grows the demand for food consumed outside of the home 
will continue to increase. 

G Rapid increase in number of Denver restaurants  

G Increased consumer demand for local, source 
identified products

G Denver is increasingly identified as having one 
of the nation’s hottest and highest quality 
restaurant scenes

G Economic viability of (new) restaurant business

G Connecting to reliable local suppliers 

G Understanding and complying with new food 
safety requirements

G Availability of trained workforce

Trends

denver retail strategy:
In 2014, the Denver Office of Economic Develop-
ment issued a strategic retail plan for the city.
Among its priorities is the support of neighborhood
retail. Restaurants and other food retailers play a
vital role in the execution of this strategy.

Policy Changes
How can restaurants increase healthy and/or local
food options to menus while remaining profitable?

How to best help train the workforce needed to
meet the growing/changing industry demand? 

How to support emerging retail businesses without
compromising the viability of existing businesses?  

How to encourage restaurant development that
serves the needs and desires of all communities?

Key Questions

Challenges

Q U I C K  F A C T S
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

70% of all Denver food system jobs and 7% of all jobs in Denver are 
in the restaurant sector

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Two of the five fastest growing employment opportunities in Denver 
are at restaurants

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Over 10,000 individuals are employed in food preparation jobs
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Waiters and waitresses account for more than 9,500 jobs
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

As of May 2015, Denver has issued 304 retail food mobile licenses—
mostly for food trucks and food carts

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

39,015

1,647
businesses in 20151

total jobs in 20151

$2,283,394,789
sales generated in 20131

$123,197,438
tax revenue generated in 20131
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Fueling our bodies with nutritious and adequate amounts of food is essential to
leading a healthy and happy life. Some individuals and households, however, 
experience food insecurity. A person who is food insecure experiences “reduced
quality, variety, or desirability of diet.” Sometimes food insecure individuals also
experience hunger, meaning there are “multiple indications of disrupted eating
patterns and reduced food intake.”

Regardless of the circumstances that account for an individual or household being
food insecure or hungry, there is a support network present in Denver to help. This
network is composed of organizations and programs that are national, state, and
locally run. Organizations including food banks, food pantries, food rescue/recovery,
hunger relief, and nutrition assistance programs like supplemental nutritional 
assistance program (snap) and women infants and children (wic) that help 
individuals and families obtain nutritionally adequate and safe food in socially
acceptable ways.

FOOD RETAIL
COMMUNITY FOOD SERVICES

G In 2013, 59% of individuals eligible for SNAP 
in Denver were enrolled—a sizable increase 
from 46% in 2008 

G As a result of low participation in SNAP, the city 
lost an additional $101.9 million of annual 
grocery sales

G An estimated 40% of food produced in the U.S. 
is wasted, yet much of that food could still feed 
families. In 2015, the federal Environmental 
protection Agency (EPA) launched a campaign to
help reduce food waste and recover/redistribute
edible food

Trends

colorado charitable crop donation act (2014): 
A state law passed in 2014 giving local producers 
a tax credit for food donated to food banks/pantries.

breakfast after the bell program (2013): 
A state law mandating that schools with high rates
of current students eligible for free or reduced lunch
provide free breakfast for all students.

Policy Changes
How to support community food service programs
and outlets to increase fresh food options?

How to expand efforts rescuing and redistributing
good food that is going to waste?

How can nutrition assistance programs be supported
and leveraged to further increase access to afford-
able healthy food?

Key Questions

Challenges

Q U I C K  F A C T S
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Nearly 1in 6 individuals in Denver (1 in 5 children) are food insecure
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

69.7% of the Denver Public Schools (DPS) student body are eligible 
for free or reduced cost lunch (52,044 and 6,958 students, 
respectively)13

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

86,932 Denver residents (13.4%) are enrolled in and receive over 
$143 million dollars annually in food assistance from the federal 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

35.3% of Denver children receive food vouchers from the federal 
Women Infants and Children (WIC) program 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

118 DPS schools participate in the Breakfast After the Bell Program
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The City of Denver helps provide 80,000 additional meals per year 
through the At-Risk After School Meal program as well

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

175

109
active food pantries14

total jobs in 20151

$143,598,648
annual snap benefits15

$101,930,767
lost grocery sales from 

low enrollment15

G Enrolling eligible individuals for existing food 
services programs 

G Accurate and timely processing of enrollment 
applications. Errors and delays often result in a 
gap in services and require re-applying

G Inconsistent and unpredictable funding for 
community food services 

G Hunger relief agencies often do not have adequate
quantities of fresh foods 

G Many community food service organizations do 
not have the capital, infrastructure, and/or trained
staff needed to increase the number served
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FOOD CONSUMPTION G Fresh, healthy food items are often less affordable
and/or less accessible

G Eating healthy food often means cooking more 
meals at home, which can be time consuming

G Nationally beverage companies spent $395 
million in youth-directed marketing in 2009 and 
ads for sugary drinks were much more common 
in lower-income neighborhoods

Trends

denver city ordinance requiring hias: 
Health Impact Assessments (HIAs) are a tool used
to assess health implications of any proposed 
program, policy, or project. In 2014, Denver City
Council prioritized funding for HIAs to be conducted
for all neighborhood plans.

2020 sustainability goal for food: 
In 2013, the Mayor endorsed the Denver Office of
Sustainability’s goal for 25% of city food purchases
and 20% of all food purchased in Denver to come
from local sources by 2020. 

How can restaurants, grocery stores, corner stores,
etc. be enlisted to help make healthy food the de-
fault choice?  

How to encourage individuals and families to eat
healthier whether at home or at a restaurant? 

How can neighborhood food environments be
changed to build a culture of healthy eating?

How to celebrate changes in neighborhood food
environments that improve access and community
around healthy and/or local foods?

Key Questions

Challenges

Every decision consumers make about the food they eat impacts the food system.
Therefore they have a lot of power as they drive demand for certain types of food.

The food environment in Denver—the types foods sold in grocery stores, restaurants,
specialty markets, corner stores, and restaurants—is in part driven by what consumers
will buy, which then plays a large role in what is ultimately accessible and available.
That is one reason restaurants and other types of food and beverage businesses
(breweries, food trucks, etc) are flourishing in Denver; they are a direct reflection of
consumer values, desires, and purchasing behaviors.

Consumer demand and market forces have played a significant role in reducing the
costs of certain types of food. Now, more than ever, there are many low cost, nutrient
deficient products available for consumers, like fast, pre-packed prepared foods.
Compared to 30 years ago, americans today are consuming more calories, sugar,
fats, and fewer fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.16 In Colorado, only 8% of
children and 26% of adults meet the US Department of Agriculture’s recommended
daily servings of fruits and vegetables.17

One major challenge to eating more healthfully is the lack of access to affordable,
nutritious, and culturally appropriate foods like fruits and vegetables. As a result, food
insecurity and diet-related diseases like obesity and diabetes are increasingly
more common, especially for low-income neighborhoods or in communities of color.18

In Denver, one in three children and one in two adults is considered overweight or
obese!19 Because of this and other trends in diet-related health outcomes, many 
organizations around Denver are working closely with consumers to grow home and
community gardens, provide education on healthy cooking and shopping on a
budget, and offer classes about how to preserve and sell cottage/homemade food
products. Together a healthy food system also 
addresses issues of access, affordability,and
consumer education and ultimately impacts
healthy food consumption, demand, and health
outcomes. 

G In 2011-2012, 20.1% of adults in Denver were 
obese — a 6% increase from 2003-2004

G Nearly one out of every three Denver high school 
students consumes one or more sugar-sweetened
beverages a day

G On average adult Coloradoans eat only 2 
servings of fruits and vegetables per day — well 
below the recommended 5 servings per day to 
help prevent and control diet-related diseases

G Overall the number of people with expensive 
diet-related, chronic diseases (both adults and
children) is increasing in Denver
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Q U I C K  F A C T S
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

53% of adults and 31% of children in Denver are overweight or obese 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

A recent report published by the National Institutes of Health found that per-person direct medical cost of 
being obese is $1,837 and overweight is $284 higher than that of a normal weight individual. For Denver, 
that would mean more than $284 million was spent on direct medical costs to treat adult obesity in 201220

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

33.2% of Denver families eat less than one serving of fruits and vegetables per day
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

22% of Colorado kids consume one or more sugar-sweetened beverages per day often leading to tooth 
decay, childhood obesity, and diabetes —tooth decay is painful for children and often causes missed 
school, difficulty learning, and problems eating or speaking

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Only 17% of 6th to 12th grade students in DPS eat the daily-recommended number of vegetables
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Policy Changes
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Supporting the Food System Planning the Future 
of Denver’s Food System
The City and County of Denver is embarking on the first of its kind strategic planning effort to strengthen
Denver’s Food System.

Denver Food Vision: 2030
£ A 15-year strategic vision focused on key numerical impacts across the food system

£ The Vision will be driven by community and industry stakeholder input and will contain high-level goals 
addressing issues like: healthy food access (e.g. food deserts, food swamps, food security); 
economic development (e.g. number of businesses, revenue growth, new jobs, workforce development);
and neighborhood-level community development (access to healthy and/or local food through healthy
corner stores, farmers markets, community gardens, safe sidewalks, or other community events and 
spaces, etc.)

£ Development timeline: January – December 2016

Denver Food Action Plan: 2020
£ A 5-year action plan to guide city efforts toward achieving the Denver Food Vision 2030

£ Citywide plan will be based on individual neighborhood and industry community action plans that 
support the city food vision. City staff will provide a template and limited technical assistance materials
(webinars, how-to guides, and meetings) to support community action planning.

£ Development timeline: January – Mid 2017

=  RESILIENCY

www.denvergov.org/foodplan
or send an email to DenverFoodPlan @denvergov.org

For more information and to get involved:
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Appendix A: Methods and Limitations Appendix B: References

Appendix C: Indicators by Sector

METHODOLOGY
[ 1 ] Reviewed 114 national, state and city food system literature, reports, white papers, and 

case studies

[ 2 ] Compiled indicators provided in 16 other city, county, and state food system plans

[ 3 ] Reviewed available secondary data to compile list of key indicators for each segment of 
the food system

[ 4 ] Prepared report to summarize findings and support future citywide food system planning efforts

[ 5 ] Solicited feedback from other city agencies, the Denver Sustainable Food Policy Council 
(a mayoral commission), academics with food system expertise, and key food system informants  

LIMITATIONS
The vast majority of the data included in this was from secondary data sources. Primary data was 
not collected for this version of the report. Therefore this report is not a comprehensive food assessment
and does not include all possible indicators.

It is also important to note that many datasets are self-reported from taxes, government surveys, etc. 
and have not been confirmed by a third party. Moreover, some the data are estimated using proprietary
algorithms based on that self-reported data.

Secondary data, however, offers us an objective way to track our progress over time with reasonable 
assurance that similar data will be regularly collected in the future.

1 Data from Economic Modeling Specialists Intl. (2015). 
2 US Center for Disease Control. (2015).  Adults Meeting Fruit and Vegetable Intake Recommendations – United States, 2013
3 References from Steinel. (1926). History of Agriculture in Colorado.
4 US Department of Agriculture. (2012). Census of Agriculture – Denver County Profile.
5 US Bureau of the Census. (1930). 15th Census. Agriculture Colorado Denver County Profile.
6 Litt, et al. (2011). The influence of social involvement, neighborhood aesthetics, and community garden participation on fruit and 

vegetable consumption. American Journal of Public Health.
7 Data from Denver Department of Excise and License on Jan 20, 2016
8 US Department of Agriculture. (2015).  Food Atlas.
9 Colorado Restaurant Association. (n.d.). Industry Statistics. 

10 National Restaurant Association. (2015). Top trends
11 National Restaurant Association. (2012). Restaurant Industry Pocket Factbook. 
12 Applied Predictive Technologies. (2015) APT Index: May Restaurant Sales Increase, with Strong Growth on Memorial Day Weekend.
13 Colorado Department of Education. (2015). �
14 Data from Hunger Free Colorado and Mile High United Way 211
15 Hunger Free Colorado (2016). Food Stamps Fuel a Healthy Colorado: Denver County Impact Report.
16 US Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service. (2014). Diet Quality and Nutrition.
17 The Colorado Health Foundation. (2008). Income, Education and Obesity: A Closer Look at Inequities in Colorado’s Obesity Problem.
18 Beaulac, et al. (2009). A Systematic Review of Food Deserts 1966-2007. Preventing Chronic Disease.
19 Denver Environmental Health and Denver Public Health. (2014). Be Healthy Denver: Community Health Assessment. 
20 Tsai, et al. (2011). Direct medical cost of overweight and obesity in the USA: a quantitative systematic review. Obesity Review. 

Appendix available online at: www.denvergov.org/foodplan
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www.denvergov.org/foodplan

HELP CREATE THE
Denver Food Plan
your voice is essential in crafting a vision for the future of denver’s food system and
the action plan for how we get there. whether you’re a resident or a business, we
want to hear your voice!

GET INVOLVED!

please contact BLAKE ANGELO at 720.913.1638
manager of food systems development
office of economic development
city and county of denver

OTHER QUESTIONS?
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