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Every Saturday from mid-June to mid-October, a
dedicated group of volunteers and Heartside
residents gather to collect donated and unsold
produce from the Fulton Street Farmers Market and
distribute it to local residents, missions, and food
pantries in Heartside and greater Grand Rapids.

The practice, known as gleaning, has grown into the
blossoming nonprofit Heartside Gleaning Initiative,
which has distributed more than 61,000 pounds of
food to local residents and food assistance programs since 2014.

It’s a community-based effort that goes back to 2008. Lisa Sisson, a registered
dietician and Grand Valley State University professor, helped found Heartside
Gleaning after meeting Susan Couzens, a community health nurse at Dégagé
Ministries. At the time, Couzens was working with local residents on better
nutrition and health outcomes.

“The model that Susan uses is to empower people to improve their health and the
thing they wanted to work on was improving access to healthier food,” says
Sisson. “The food that soup kitchens was serving, it truly was not very healthy.
This group of neighborhood residents and Susan and myself started doing more
collaboration with the soup kitchens.”
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Heartside residents enjoy food from the Heartside Gleaning Initiative.
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Volunteers prepare produce to be distributed.
Sisson embarked on a research project in 2010-11 examining the lack of access to
fresh food in the Heartside neighborhood and looked at other gleaning programs
across the country. She called a community meeting in fall 2013 and proposed a
formal gleaning program that started in June 2014.

 

Besides the lack of grocery stores in Heartside, most residents are low-income or
living in poverty, are disabled or homeless, lack transportation, or live in
apartments with inadequate cooking facilities. It’s difficult to ride the bus to the
grocery store, so they often frequent corner stores, food pantries, and soup
kitchens, Sisson says.

 

“It’s really hard to be healthy if you
can’t access fresh food and don’t have
access to transportation,” she says.
“Generally, it’s much cheaper to buy
unhealthy food than healthy food.”

 

While a lot of food is donated to food
pantries and missions in Grand Rapids,
little healthy, quality food is reaching
the residents who most need it, she
says. Sisson also worked with God’s
Kitchen to evaluate the nutritional
value of meals served there.

 

“There used to be three soup kitchens
and they were all serving really high-
carb, high-fat meals,” she says. “Now

most of them have closed down. There’s only one free meal now and it’s at God’s
Kitchen. They have two chefs who are really working to serve healthy food to the
people who eat there.”

 

Heartside Gleaning Initiative operated on a $3,000 budget and was all-volunteer
until this spring, when the board hired Executive Director Eleanor Moreno on a
part-time basis to help grow food collection and distribution sites and make it a
year-round effort. HGI hosts multiple fundraising efforts and won the GVSU 5x5
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night competition in 2016 plus welcomes individual donations.
 

“Food is a big connector. We all sit down, we all eat,” says Moreno “Food brings
us together as a community and, in my eyes, it should be the healthiest food we
can give to our neighbors or those who need it.”

 

Moreno also works at SECOM, a
healthy hub and resource center at
1545 Buchanan Ave. SW, where
residents can access healthy food,
education, and other programs for
healthy living.

 

“Food is a big connector. We all sit
down, we all eat,” says Moreno “Food
brings us together as a community and,
in my eyes, it should be the healthiest
food we can give to our neighbors or
those who need it.”

 

“We worked a little bit in partnership
with Heartside Gleaning last summer.
It was a unique experience to see the
relationship Heartside had with the farmers and how willing the farmers were to
give this to individuals that don’t have access to it,” adds Moreno. “I’m already
working with three farmers to do gleaning all year long. The summer is great, but
how do we continue that access when the weather is going to be a little chillier?”

 

Right now, the Fulton Street Farmers Market is the only participating market, and
volunteers go there every Saturday around closing to glean unsold produce.
Volunteers are always welcome and can sign up via HGI’s website, and these
volunteers usually include a mix of board members, college students and
community members interested in food issues.

 

“A lot of volunteers are residents of Heartside who actually benefit,” says Sisson.
“We carpool down there and the farmers know we’re coming. They set aside
produce for us. Sometimes it’s leftover, sometimes it’s the best.”

 

HGI’s board has three members from the community, and besides providing
access to fresh food, the larger goal is to build relationships with residents and
empower them to make healthier choices. The organization receives anecdotal
evidence that people have lost weight, lowered their blood sugar, and are better
able to manage chronic conditions.

 

One former board member improved her diabetes and reconnected with her
family in North Carolina and has since moved back there, earned her GED, and
enrolled in college, says Sisson. Another was previously unemployed and now
works as a substitute teacher for Grand Rapids Public Schools.

 

“We’re about improving people’s lives and empowering them to realize that they
can have a better life,” says Sisson. “We develop relationships to assist people to
get jobs. We get to know them and we help them with a lot of other things.”

 

Bruce Barresi, a Heartside resident, worked with Couzens to improve his health,
joined the HGI board and is a regular volunteer. He says the food at food pantries
tends to be canned goods, packaged or outdated, so it’s nice for residents to have

http://www.secomministries.org/
http://fultonstreetmarket.org/
http://www.heartsidegleaning.org/volunteer.html
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access to fresh produce.
 

“I like doing it,” he says. “I live down here. I might as well at least help. If you
have money, you can buy that stuff, but a lot of people, they are either homeless
or they have no income coming in other than food stamps.”

 

The group’s first stop after picking up produce at the market is Guiding Light
Mission, where they set up from 3 - 4 p.m. and Heartside residents have first pick
of the week’s bounty. The program relies on the honor system and residents can
take whatever they feel they need.

 

“They don’t just take it for themselves,” says Sisson. “They take it for their
neighbors, family and other residents. We have so much produce so there’s no
reason to limit it.”

 

Many Heartside residents are disabled, chronically ill, or have limited mobility, so
another goal to reach more residents is to assemble healthy food boxes and
deliver them to homes for those who cannot travel to Guiding Light, says Sisson.

 

HGI also partners with other missions, soup kitchens, and food pantries to
distribute any leftovers, and some sites hold cooking and nutrition classes for
residents. Some organizations come and pick up the produce, or HGI volunteers
take it to the various sites and leave it in a cooler so it’s ready when the pantries
open on Monday.

 

God’s Kitchen, Degage Ministries, and Guiding Light Mission are original
community partners, but the program grew quickly to expand beyond Heartside,
including: United Church Outreach Ministry (UCOM), SECOM, First Christian
Reformed Church, The Dwelling Place, Mel Trotter Ministries, The Other Way
Ministries, and The Pantry.

 

“It’s been a wonderful support for all the families in our area,” says Shawn
Keener, program director at UCOM, a resource center and pantry serving
Wyoming and southwest Kent County. “We really, truly believe if you want to be
healthy, you need to eat healthy.”

 

Even if families have a Bridge Card, which they can use for Double Up Food
Bucks at participating farmers markets, many don’t have the means to get there.
HGI’s deliveries are free to the pantry and participants.

 

“It’s just been fabulous to get this fresh produce every weekend throughout the
summer,” Keener says. “Last year, they brought fresh produce every week, a nice
variety of fresh produce that we were able to put right out on our shelves when
we opened on Monday. A lot of it was organic, and the best thing of it, we knew it
was grown in and around our local area.”

 

Eventually, the goal is to glean from more farms, restaurants, and wholesale
producers, with the focus on fresh, locally grown produce, as well as to increase
distribution sites. Educating food pantry volunteers on proper storage, uses and
encouraging people to take it is another key to making it successful.

 

“It’s really a bigger piece of helping to change the whole food system model in
Kent County,” says Sisson. “We’re trying to grow the amount of people being
served and to do that we need to collect more food and have better distribution.
We really believe all the food pantries need to be providing healthy food. There’s
no reason you can’t have healthy food in your food pantry and our goal is to be

https://guidinglightworks.org/
http://www.ucomgr.org/home
http://www.secomministries.org/
http://www.firstcrc.org/
http://www.dwellingplacegr.org/
http://www.meltrotter.org/home
http://theotherway.org/
http://thepantry.gr/
http://www.doubleupfoodbucks.org/how-it-works/
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that connector.”
 

The whole effort would not be possible without the farmers, and Sisson says 90
percent of vendors at Fulton Street Market participate. It also helps cut down on
food waste and greenhouse gas emissions, making it a win for farmers, residents
in need and the environment.

 

“It’s just become a really good partnership,” she says. “It’s absolutely amazing. I
knew there was leftover food, but I didn’t know how generous the farmers would
be. Many of them realize what we’re doing and some of them give us their best
quality.”

 

Marla R. Miller is an award-winning journalist and professional writer based in
West Michigan. Learn more about her by visiting her website or Facebook.
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