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Food stamps usage in Newark, NJ (27.4%) is double the national average (12.8%). With 
so much of the population receiving food stamps how is food insecurity still a concern?  

High poverty rates in Newark help to explain why SNAP is not a one all solution to 
addressing food insecurity. More people on average in Newark are in need of food assistance due 
to low wages and other financial challenges. There are also people who are just above the 
threshold to qualify so they are facing food insecurity without any government help. Food 
insecurity is not just a fiscal problem. Access to food in the physical sense is important to a city 
being food insecure.  

“All too often the realization has been that many low income neighborhoods and 
boroughs have little to no access to healthy food vendors in their area. This often leaves inferior 
alternatives such as corner stores, bodegas, and other junk-food retailers as the only remaining 

options” (Housing and Community Development Network of New Jersey). 

The Newark I learned about growing up and the Newark I saw when I started interning 
with Newark Science and Sustainability Inc. were vastly different. Yes, the city is struggling to 
deal with injustice, but my goodness there are amazing things happening in the community to 
combat poverty.  

Food security is a problem of poverty that plagues many inner-cities that were affected by 
white flight. As affluent white people moved out of the cities, so did businesses such as large 
grocery stores that depended on specific revenue streams. In Newark, this exodus occurred as a 
result of redlining and civil rights riots. Community solutions to these complex problems are 
becoming increasingly important to making effective change. Newark has a growing and thriving 
community agriculture and urban farming network that is changing how hunger is addressed. 
Community food systems and the localization of food in Newark is creating more food security 
across the city and highlights why community based solutions to fighting food insecurity are 
crucial. Community education and the development of community growing spaces show that the 
largest city in the Garden State is solving the food access problems by getting their hands dirty 
and stomachs full of localized fresh produce. Government isn’t doing enough to help feed the 
people of Newark so community organizations have stepped up to address and combat the 
seriousness of food insecurity and its effects.  



Bureaucracy has completely gotten in the way of projects that could be major solutions to 
food insecurity. One example is the fact that produce vendors cannot accept food stamps if they 
do meet acreage requirements, which many don’t if they are growing in a city. This red tape can 
make accessibility to produce hard for those who cannot attend farmers markets. The 
Adopt-a-Lot program was started to help transform vacant lots into community spaces for only 
$1 for a year-long period. If organizations cannot have a consistent place to work and grow, they 
will not be able to feed the people they are meant to serve. There needs to be some way for 
community organizations to purchase land and enter contracts that will give them the time they 
need to develop. Zoning amendments by the city government are important to the growth of 
community food security.  

Community gardens and the growing education effort by urban agriculturalists is doing 
more to help people get access to food. Newark has an ecosystem of organizations that support 
each other and work together to address this issue. One collective called the Newark Community 
Food System engages in sustainable urban agriculture as a means of bettering wellness and 
nutrition. The founder of Newark Science and Sustainability Inc., Tobias Fox, is also the founder 
of this group of leaders. This group uses their networks to help create a more cohesive front for 
change in Newark. They share the actions of their individual organizations with each other. By 
doing this the organization works together to help make the Newark food system stronger.  

The Garden of Worker Bees founder, Amarilys Olivo, is also a leader in this NCFS. Her 
garden uses a work for food concept. This helps to raise the purchasing power of community 
members as they are able to volunteer to receive food and money can be used for other expenses. 
This follows the idea that food is a fundamental human right. NSAS’s Farm to Table Co-op has 
its own way of reducing the price burden of fresh food. It is a 20 week program that costs $395 
to participate in. While it may seem like a large upfront cost, there are sponsors that help 
supplement these costs for those who cannot afford it. The point of both of these programs is to 
reduce the cost burden of healthy food as well as the transportation issue. These programs are 
amazing because they cultivate fresh food for local people at a cost that is accessible.  

On top of produce distribution both of these organizations provide educational 
programming for community members to learn about urban agriculture and cooking the produce 
they pick up. The Garden of Worker Bees provides classes that range from canning and 
preservation techniques to reduced waste cooking classes and culturally relevant cooking classes. 
NSAS does cooking demonstrations at their distribution site to show members how to prepare 
items in their CSA basket. They also provide a list of the produce each week with descriptions of 
the produce’s health benefits and sometimes recipes. In the summer they host NSAS 
Ambassadors, which is a small group of children ranging from ages 11-14 who learn through 
hands-on experience how food is grown. I worked with this group while interning and it is clear 
that food education plays a huge role in health and food security. These organizations don’t just 
simply provide food, they use knowledge of their community to teach community members how 



to prepare healthier foods. This is so important because the gardens know the community and its 
needs and have open conversations about what else can help them.  

Food education helps address food security issues because it can help people understand 
why nutrition is important and gives them the tools to purchase and create healthier meals. 
Without community organizations and collectives, the access to these resources and foods seem 
to be very limited. The good work of people like Tobias Fox, Amarilys Olivo and other NCFS 
leaders are proving to be the transition Newark needs to reach food stability. A push for the 
government to support these community organizations could help increase the positive impact 
they have. Zoning issues need to be addressed to provide people with the space to cultivate food 
and social capital. Community organizations are doing all they can to provide food but without 
more direct support from the city government, the problem of food insecurity in Newark is not 
going to be eradicated. 


