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WEST CHARLOTTE LACKS ACCESS TO FRESH, HEALTHY FOOD 

– particularly along the West Boulevard corridor. People are sick and 

dying because of it. And no traditional grocery store is going to open 

there any time soon to change that reality. Sadly, the combination of 

business models that undervalue the buying power of low-income 

communities, a civic fixation on social service responses rather than 

economic solutions, and a history of racial discrimination in Charlotte 

has created a situation akin to “supermarket redlining.”

The authors of this report – 
community leaders and university 
researchers working together in a new 
Community Innovation Incubator 
– offer a solution: a for-profit, 
community-owned, food cooperative 
(co-op) that is better equipped to 
meet the community’s needs and to 
be economically viable compared to a 
traditional grocery store. It will address 
the immediate concern over access to 
fresh fruits and vegetables faced by 
many West Charlotte residents, nearly 
all of them Black. Beyond that, it will 

fuel a network of activity to drive long-
term economic mobility and health 
equity. This proposal draws on six 
months of meetings with food retail 
experts and community leaders, market 
data analysis, reports of community 
preferences about grocery stores, 
interviews with residents, consideration 
of previous efforts by non-profits 
and institutions to address the issue, 
reviews of relevant academic literature, 
appeals for support from local leaders, 
and a series of focused meetings by the 
community-university Working Group.

At its core, the food retail 
innovation proposed in this report 
calls for creating two full-service 
co-ops along West Charlotte’s major 
corridors. The 12,500 square foot 
“flagship” business will be located 
at West Boulevard and Clanton 
Road, at the epicenter of West 
Charlotte’s so-called “food desert.” 
The other will be a 4,400 square 
foot “fast start,” operation that 
could be developed relatively quickly 
in a facility owned by Reeder 
Memorial Baptist Church, on the 
northern end of the Beatties Ford 
Road corridor.

The businesses will be overseen 
by a newly created for-profit 
company that is owned by 
community shareholders, run by a 
knowledgeable board of directors, 
and managed by a professional 
general manager. Employees will be 
hired from the local community and 
enjoy a competitive, living wage with 
health benefits and an ownership 
stake in the business.

With initial funding from 
Mecklenburg County, and support 
from key anchor institutions and 
targeted civic partnerships — which the 
Working Group has identified — both 
of these operations could be up and 
running within two years. 

They will: 

• Provide affordable and high-
quality fresh produce, meats, 
non-perishables, and healthy 
prepared foods. 

• Feature home delivery options, 
educational programming, 
gathering space and – at the 
flagship store – a community 
kitchen. 

• Advance opportunities to improve 
health disparities for residents. 

• Create economic opportunity and 
wealth-building in the community.

• Inspire cultural pride and self-
determination, while encouraging 
new connections across racial and 
economic lines.
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After years of waiting for and actively 
pursuing the commitment of a grocery 
store chain, there is no reason to believe 
that one is going to open a new store 
on the West Boulevard corridor. The 
greatest evidence of this is that, since 
Wayne’s Supermarket closed its doors 
following the government seizure of the 
old Westover Shopping Center in 1989, 
no leaders of a full-service grocery store 
have chosen to replace it. The location 
has been consistently passed over, even 
though several chains have opened 
dozens of other stores throughout the 
city and county. This has been the case 
despite repeated appeals by elected 
officials and community leaders.

None of these companies have publicly 
proclaimed that they neglected the 
West Boulevard corridor. And it is not 
their practice to share the proprietary 
data used to justify their decisions. But 
previous economic analyses ordered 
by the community and reviewed by the 
Working Group for this report shed light 
on their reasoning. 

• A 2017 analysis conducted by MTN 
Retail Advisors (using the supermarket 
industry standard “gravity model”) of 
the West Boulevard and Clanton Road 
intersection found that only Aldi had 
a business format that came close to 
aligning with the economics of the 
community — and even Aldi has not 
placed any of its six Mecklenburg 
County stores on the corridor. 

• A separate analysis conducted as 
part of the present effort assessed the 
economic conditions within a five-
minute drive of traditional grocery 
stores in other parts of West Charlotte 
that cater to more moderate-income 
consumers, including Aldi, Food Lion, 
Lidl and Compare Foods. The areas 
surrounding those stores had higher 
median household incomes than the 
area surrounding West Boulevard and 
Clanton Road, suggesting that the West 
Boulevard corridor does not meet the 
conventional criteria for a store.
This situation mirrors a larger 

national trend of big-box chains failing 

to sustain investments in economically 
distressed communities. For instance, 
Target has been criticized recently 
for closing stores in urban areas of 
Baltimore, Chicago, Milwaukee, and 
other cities that were launched as part 
of the company’s social mission. 

The failure by large retailers to 
effectively respond to the needs 
of economically distressed, urban 
communities has exposed critical 
shortcomings of these initiatives. 
Research suggests, for instance, that when 
efforts are aimed solely at opening new, 
mainstream, full-service grocery stores in 
urban areas of need, not only are these 
stores likely to close but they fail to make 
changes in dietary habits and chronic 
disease outcomes among residents in 
those areas. In addition to addressing 
challenges of location and affordability, 
it is important that nutrition education 
and cultural programming be integrated 
into the store’s operations, features that 
are not a part of traditional grocery 
store functions.

No more waiting

Since Wayne’s 
Supermarket closed 

its doors following the 
government seizure of the 

old Westover Shopping 
Center in 1989, no leaders 

of a full-service grocery 
store have chosen to 

replace it. The location 
has been consistently 

passed over, even 
though several chains 

have opened dozens of 
other stores throughout 

the city and county. 
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A community-driven solution

Given the need for a more holistic approach, 
the community-owned food co-op is a better 
solution for addressing the complex issues 
associated with food insecurity in economically 
neglected areas like the West Boulevard 
corridor. Our proposed innovation offers a 
more viable business model for this market 
because it relies on a more sophisticated 
analysis of the community’s buying power and 
not just household income. This innovation also 
touts a more nuanced assessment of potential 
customers and how to reach them. It not only 
targets residents who live in the immediate 
vicinity of the store but also those who work 
or attend church in the area, and those in 
surrounding neighborhoods who would be 
attracted by the distinct cultural features of 
the store. It would appeal to those who grew 
up in the area and have moved to other parts 
of Charlotte but still have an affinity for the 
corridor, and others who are more socially 
conscious at this moment in our history. 

This report is not the only affirmation of such 
an approach. The City’s 2019 West Boulevard 
Market Assessment recommended establishing 
a co-op on the corridor. More recently, the 
Center City 2040 Vision Plan highlighted the 
establishment of a food co-op on the West 
Boulevard corridor as a way to help “improve 
food security and access to healthy food for all 

residents.” The community-based organizations 
represented as part of our Working Group, 
including the West Boulevard Neighborhood 
Coalition, Historic West End Partners, and 
Renaissance West Community Initiative have 
invested considerable resources and social 
capital exploring viable co-op models that 
helped inspire these assessments.

Nationally, strategies to address food 
insecurity are moving toward community-
driven food retail solutions as well. Our 
Working Group reviewed nearly 20 food 
retail enterprises across the country, many 
started with public, private, and philanthropic 
investment. Most were community-based, with 
many operating as food co-ops.
• In July, 2021, Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer 

announced the establishment of a full-service, 
community-owned, grocery store in Flint, which 
will be launched in a vacant building with 
nearly $1.5 million in state and local funds. 

• ProMedica health system in Toledo, 
Ohio, leveraged a $1.5 million gift from a 
philanthropist into the establishment of the 
Market on the Green grocery store in one of 
the city’s so-called “food deserts.” 

• Carver Neighborhood Market in South 
Atlanta has garnered so much enthusiasm 
over its five-year run that it was featured in a 
“60 Minutes” story on health equity.

• Brown’s Super Stores in Philadelphia 
operates profitable grocery stores in 
neighborhoods that other chains have 
avoided, in part by focusing relentlessly 
on local tastes of the racially and 
ethnically diverse communities where 
they operate.  

• Even large retailers are adopting similar 
community-intensive practices to 
distinguish themselves competitively in 
economically affluent communities. Lowes 
Foods announced in August that it is 
opening a new “first of its kind” grocery 
store in Huntersville that it is promoting 
as a “community hub.” It will offer classes, 
local musicians, meeting space for clubs, 
and space for community events. 
These features are at the heart of this 

proposal and have been promoted for years 
by community leaders. Too often, however, 
community-based efforts that are rich in 
creativity and social capital have lacked 
the institutional assets and capacity needed 
for them to be fully implemented. At the 
same time, institutionally driven efforts are 
often service-oriented and treat community 
residents more as clients than producers and 
owners. Seldom do these more programmatic 
efforts allow opportunities for the community 
to benefit economically.
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Full service and more

Our solution is neither a social service 
program nor “just another supermarket.” 
It is not a community garden or a 
farmer’s market. The flagship store 
will have all the features that residents 
expect in a full-service grocery store as 
well as programming and services that 
are essential for building health- and 
wealth- equity for residents along the 
West Boulevard corridor.

Patrons, arriving conveniently by car 
or bus or on foot, will enter a newly 
constructed, 12,500 square-foot store 
(about the size of a Trader Joe’s), 
with ample storage and office space. 
They will be greeted and served by 
well-trained staff, most of whom are 
neighbors from the community who 
will benefit economically as employees 
and shareholders in the store and 
will have the opportunity to develop 
skills and careers. An experienced 
general manager will oversee the store, 
and trained managers will run each 
function professionally with support 
from UNC Charlotte’s PORTAL 

business incubator and City Startup 
Labs. Leaders from Weaver Street 
Market, which has thrived for 30 years 
and grown to four stores and a food 
distribution center in the North Carolina 
Research Triangle area, will share their 
management expertise as consultants.

As customers walk through the 
store, they will find a fresh produce 
section with fruits and vegetables, 
mostly from area farms in response 
to demand for locally sourced food, 
supplied through local distributors 
Freshlist and the Carolina Farm 
Trust. They will see coolers filled with 
quality meats provided by Westside 
Meats. And they will pass down aisles 
of non-perishable food items, free of 
preservatives and unhealthy amounts 
of sugar and salt, available through 
regional distributor United Natural 
Foods, Inc. (UNFI). Customers also will 
find displays of hot and cold prepared 
foods provided by UNFI as well as local 
entrepreneurs, most of them Black and 
Latinx, and some associated with the 

community kitchen described below. 
Charlotte Center City Partners, 
which manages the 7th Street Market, 
will assist in enlisting and coordinating 
food truck operators and other food 
vendors to supply these “grab-and-go” 
products as part of an initiative to build 
local businesses.

Busy customers and those with 
limited transportation options will be 
able to request delivery services online 
or in-store. These will be provided by 
local non-profit Loaves & Fishes and 
Intown, a Black-owned, Charlotte 
company. The assurance that fresh, 
locally sourced products from a 
community-owned grocery store will be 
delivered by these trusted organizations, 
with experience servicing West Charlotte 
residents, will provide a competitive 
advantage over delivery services being 
offered by less engaged big box retailers.

Unlike at mainstream grocery stores, 
patrons of the co-op will have an 
opportunity to walk over to a section 
of the store where they can take a seat 

Unlike at mainstream 
grocery stores, patrons 

of the co-op will have an 
opportunity to walk over 
to a section of the store 

where they can take a seat 
and hear a speaker, attend 
a workshop or participate 

in other educational 
programming and events. 

7



Full service and more

and hear a speaker, attend a workshop 
or participate in other educational 
programming and events. Much of this 
activity will emphasize healthy eating 
and will be tied to products in the store, 
reinforced by social marketing present 
throughout the building. Patrons and 
their children might also learn skills 
to enhance their financial literacy or 
take part in classes related to economic 
mobility, affirmed by the co-op’s 
foundation of community ownership 
and self-determination. We have had 
specific conversations with Blue 
Cross Blue Shield of North Carolina 
about sponsoring this crucial resident 
engagement component, which will be 
coordinated by dedicated staff. Atrium 
Health, which partners with the West 
Boulevard Neighborhood Coalition’s 
Community Health Worker Initiative, 
and Novant Health have indicated 
a willingness to host community-
based programming as well. The 
YMCA of Greater Charlotte, with its 
Stratford Richardson branch nearby, is 

considering how to leverage the space 
as part of its emerging health equity 
campus. The co-op will provide a 
programming venue for Mecklenburg 
Public Health and its community 
outreach efforts, as well as those of local 
churches, schools and neighborhood 
organizations. 

A focal point of the programming area 
will be a fully functioning community 
kitchen on full display for classes, 
food preparation demonstrations and 
free samples. Morrison Healthcare 
will assist with coordinating food 
presentations and other uses of this 
kitchen. This feature will provide a 
fun, added benefit that will draw local 
customers who might otherwise be 
lured to Walmart or other low-cost 
retailers. It also will attract residents 
from outside the local community. 
When no programming is going on, 
the kitchen will be used as a “ghost 
kitchen” that can be rented out to local 
entrepreneurs or emerging chefs from 
culinary programs at Johnson & Wales 

University or Central Piedmont 
Community College to prepare food 
for delivery or pick-up as part of the 
business development initiative.

Patrons will be able to access a 
dedicated courtyard immediately outside 
with tables and open space to eat, 
greet neighbors, and host celebrations. 
The design of the space, with direction 
from Neighboring Concepts, will 
promote the community’s African-
American heritage and Black excellence. 
Marketing and branding will affirm 
the community’s cultural heritage while 
providing a unique destination for 
those who live outside the community, 
according to a preliminary brand 
assessment by Luquire. For long-time 
residents of West Charlotte, the co-op 
will be a symbol of neighborhood pride. 
For new arrivals, it will be a welcoming 
orientation to the community and its 
history. For all, it will draw upon the 
power of good food as a health benefit 
and a social connector. 
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A community-based food ecosystem

Beyond providing residents with a 
new, convenient place to buy food, 
gather and learn, this innovation 
will spur a community-based food 
ecosystem that will create jobs and 
develop skills in the food service 
industry, advance community 
ownership and wealth-building, and 
encourage self-determination. Its 
presence and impact will provide 
an additional outlet for local food 
production, including urban farms 
owned by Black and Latinx farmers, 
and emerging technologies, such as 
hydroponics. It also will provide an 
introductory retail opportunity for 
emerging food-related businesses, such 
as Grits CLT and Divine Taste, both 
owned by Black women in Charlotte 
who have struggled to find placement 
in more established retail outlets. And 
it will provide hands-on experience for 
youth and adults pursuing careers in 
fields related to food production, retail 
and distribution.

From its inception, the food co-
op will focus on specific outcomes 
related to health, particularly adverse 
health conditions, social impact and 
economic well-being. Researchers 
at UNC Charlotte and Johnson C. 
Smith University, with funding from 
federal agencies and other sources, will 
track these outcomes and report them 
regularly to the public. Among the 
outcomes they will evaluate are: 
• Access to healthy food 
• Consumption of fresh fruits 

and vegetables 
• Prevalence of adverse 

health conditions 
• Growth of locally owned businesses 
• Local buying power spent in 

the community 
• Employment and job readiness 
• Local partnerships supporting the co-op 
• Consumer dispersion

The full report identifies specific 
reporting tools that will be used for 
these outcomes.
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The time to invest is now

Flagship  
(12,500 sf)

Fast-start  
(4,400 sf)

Pre-construction $865,000 $162,000

Construction $4,480,000 $1,440,000

Total construction $5,345,000 $1,602,000

Flagship  
(12,500 sf)

Fast-start  
(4,400 sf)

Initial operations $520,000 $133,000

Annual operations $1,540,000 $457,000

Although the volatility of the 
construction market makes it difficult 
to estimate costs, consultants have 
estimated that the pre-construction and 
construction costs for the “flagship” 
store will be approximately $5.3 million. 
The pre-construction and construction/
renovation of the “fast-start” store 
will be about $1.6 million. It will 

take another $650,000 to cover the 
initial operating costs to set up these 
businesses, which will function under 
a single company. Annual operating 
costs will be approximately $1.5 million 
for the flagship and $457,000 for the 
fast start-up. These operating costs 
will be covered through revenue over 
time, although some subsidy will be 

needed during the first three years 
of operation.

Our proposal requests that 
Mecklenburg County cover the 
approximately $1.7 million in pre-
construction and initial operating 
funding needed to establish the 
business. This investment will cover 
the establishment of the co-op board, 
the hiring of a general manager for 
two years who will run the company 
and oversee store managers in both 
locations, completion of a detailed 
business pro forma and marketing 
plan, and pre-construction costs — 
including design and construction 
contingencies — needed to establish 
the two sites. 

With that seed investment, we are 
confident that representatives from 
our Working Group, with support 
from civic champions whom we 
have enlisted, will be able to recruit 
a coalition of anchor institutions and 
other investors to raise the additional 
$5.1 million. Atrium Health, Novant 
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The time to invest is now

Health, the YMCA and Blue Cross 
Blue Shield of North Carolina are 
considering roles as anchor investors. 
Other funders we have explored to 
advance both enterprises include 
other local government sources and 
foundations, corporations, angel 
investors, and federal agencies. 

Flagship Fast Start Totals

Pre-construction $865,000 $162,000 $1,027,000

Initial operations $520,000 $133,000 $653,000
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