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Drive around the 46803 ZIP code in Fort Wayne long enough, and you'll notice a lot of things. A 
man walking his dog on the sidewalk here, an abandoned building there, and the plywood "Bring 
back Sandy Thompson" sign on Lafayette Street. 

But one thing you probably won't notice is a grocery store. That's because there isn’t one. The area 
is in what is known as a 'food desert,' or a high population area with low average income and no 
grocery or food mart within one mile. 

"I've lived here 11 years, and there's nothing within walking distance," says area resident Pattie, 
who did not give her last name. 

As she talks, Pattie is standing in the back room of the St. Peter's Catholic Church food pantry on 
East Dewald Street, southeast of downtown. She and 60-odd others have shown up to receive 
food from the pantry: chicken or venison, pasta, stewed tomatoes, low-sodium canned green 
beans, baking mix, and assorted other things. 

The pantry, run by volunteers from the parish's Saint Vincent de Paul society, can only supplement 
the residents' needs, says member Julie Workman, who coordinates the food pantry. 

"We can't give you a full week's groceries, we can only give you 12 items," she said. "So they're kind 
of at the mercy of the food pantries.” 

That's because many of the area's residents don't have a car, and getting to the nearest store can 
be difficult. Traveling by bus with loads of grocery bags or small children can make the task an all-
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day event, Workman said, and the difficulties are compounded for the elderly, who may have 
health issues that prevent them from walking to the store or climbing in and out of a bus. 

"As far as for me, y'know, I'm still young," said Ramiro, who also did not give his last name. "But as 
far as inconvenience for the older people, y'know sometimes they gotta try to get a ride, pay a 
person for a ride.” 

"Everybody usually goes to Krogers [sic] on Pettit," he continued. "It's about a 30-minute walk. I 
don't know how far that is but it's a 30-minute walk.” 

Both Ramiro and Pattie mentioned that there are small convenience stores and drugstores 
around, but these tend to be priced significantly higher than larger groceries and don't carry much 
in the way of fresh fruits and vegetables, or even meat. At best, they say, these are useful for 
picking up a few small items. 

Last November, City Councilman Glynn Hines spoke publicly of the need for investment in the 
southeast side of the city, which is often regarded as a haven for crime and drug use. Hines and 
Jonathan Ray, executive director of the Fort Wayne Urban League, attribute the occurrences of 
these to high levels of poverty and few jobs. 

A grocery, says Julie Workman, could also help in this area. 

"There really aren't any jobs in the area if they wanted to earn the money to buy the groceries," she 
said. "Even a grocery store in the area would be jobs.” 

In May 2013 Allen County Health Commissioner Deborah McMahan, MD, outlined the economic 
and geographic issues that limit access to healthy foods in a presentation titled 'Access to Healthy 
Foods.' These included a lack of food sources like grocery stores and low income and 
transportation availability on the individual and neighborhood levels. 

Based on these reports, Parkview Hospital and the St. Joseph Community Health Foundation have 
partnered to create an initiative called HEAL (Healthy Eating Active Living), which is a three-year 
program to determine how to increase access to healthy foods in these underserved areas. 

The initiative, which is working with involved local agencies, is expected to identify a number of 
practices that can help to mitigate the contributing economic and geographic factors. These could 
include health education, cooking lessons and urban gardens, among others. 

Sue Ehinger, Chief Experience Officer at Parkview Health, is particularly excited about the urban 
garden approach because of its relative ease. While getting a major chain grocery store in that 
area may not be possible, she says, "an urban garden doesn't require much land. 

"A small amount of land can reap a lot of tomatoes, beans, corn," she continued. "It doesn't take 
much.” 
And it can be run by members of the community. This approach is already working, Ehinger says, in 
the McCormick Place apartment complex between McCormick and Edsall Avenues. 

"I went there last year...and that place was packed," she said. "A lot of people working their garden, 
but there was also a place where they were selling it too.” 
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So what does this mean for residents like Ramiro and Pattie? Well, until the results of the HEAL 
program give direction for the next phase, they'll still visit the food pantry or the Kroger 2 miles 
away. 

Pattie has applied for a job at Meijer, which she hopes to get. 

"I'm having a little problem with transportation," she said. "But I think I've got it figured out." If she 
gets the job, she'll take the bus to work and ride her bike home. 

The nearest Meijer store? Five and a half miles away. 
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