Creating Healthy Food Access Through

Food Mobility in Coachella

Introduction:

Riverside County, located in the inland empire, has partnered with Blue Zones and launched a
series of projects intended to improve the quality of life for its residents. The county comprises 28
cities, covers more than 7,300 square miles and is home to 2.4 millions residents (RivCo). For the
purpose of this presentation my focus will be on Coachella City. The map below provides spatial
context as to where the site location is
within Southern California.

Coachella City is unique in that it is
demographically the youngest city in the
area. With a population of 42,594
residents according to the 2023 US
Census, the average age of the
population is 33 with 48.4% of the
population falling between the ages of 15-
44. The energy of the city places it at an advantage to incorporate the changes made in partnership
with the Blue Zones organization. Meaning they will not only be able to create programming and
improvements on the built environment which benefit the community now, but for generations to
come. The community culture - evident in the summit engagements and public local art -of the city is
likely to foster a practice of ongoing maintenance and establishing traditional processes which are
carefully curated and socially cherished.

The most recent tangible example was the passing of Ordinance 1218. This law allows food trucks
to locate in downtown public spaces and parks, on the condition that their menu follows the 25%
rule.

A A R Meaning at least V4 of the items available through
the vendor must meet Blue Zones menu guidelines
and contain whole grains, plant-based oils, seasonal
fruits and vegetables and little to no refined sugar.
The menus below provide an example of what the
25% rule applied looks like versus the menu that
does not follow Blue Zones guidelines.

Context:

Who is Blue Zones and why does healthy food matter to Coachella City? Blue Zones is an
organization that works on macro and micro scales to implement feasible changes which create
default opportunities for citizens to engage with the theory and practice of the POWER 9.
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Blue Zones works with local leaders, government officials, restaurants, and communities to put into
place built environment improvements and programming that attracts pedestrian traffic and builds on
collaborative principles. The POWER 9 refers to:

1. Move Naturally > as in curating environments that naturally encourage movement
Purpose > find your reason to wake up each morning
Downshift > taking time to slow down in the day to manage stress
80 Percent Rule > only eat until you are 80% full
Plant Slant > prioritize a vegetable and fruit based diet, limiting meat to once a week.
Wine @ 5 > Drink alcohol in moderation (preferably wine)
Belong > Connect to a religious organization, regardless of denomination.
Loved ones First > Put family first (generations being cared for in the home)
Right Tribe > Develop at least one healthy social circle for network accountability
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In Coachella City this translates into initiatives like Complete Streets projects which reshape the built
environment to include improved lighting, street bulb-outs to slow traffic and protect pedestrians,
increased green canopy and food accessibility. With Ordinance 1218 now in place to designate
locations such as public parks as food truck eligible zones, there is an opportunity to transform the
fast food landscape into something that reflects a mobile healthy accessible convenient meal option.

Coachella City is not as well known as its namesake, Coachella Valley which has been popularized
by the annual Coachella music festival. But the pride in the city and the demographic culture is
showcased in local displays of art, thematic small-businesses and local restaurants. According to the
2023 US Census, the demographic breakdown is overwhelmingly Hispanic with 40,000 residents
claiming Mexican-American identity. However, natural movement becomes time sensitive and, in
some ways, dangerous due to the heat index of the area which often places Coachella City at an
average of 99°F. While the city is generally young, 12% of its residents fall below the age of 9 and
19% are aged 55 and older. These age demographics represent the most vulnerable populations in
relation to extreme heat. This is where Ordinance 1218 can make an impact.

Methodology: People activation, Place making, & Sustainable
Policies

Looking at what is established and conducting onsite analyses of the physical space is usually the
first step. Then proposed interventions are gathered and organized by category into an options
menu for the community to review and discuss. These discussions happen at launch summit events
to create a space for direct input from the residents of a site so that they may prioritize the
interventions they deem most important to their quality of life. Project proposals are then drafted and
agreed upon prior to the interventions taking place. Unlike in traditional developing projects, the Blue
Zones method is a collaborative partnership and meant to create trust while building self-sustaining
systems of internal support around the implemented changes.

Proposal:

The Mobile Market Truck is not a new concept, but it is an underutilized one that holds a great deal
of unlocked potential. Stocked with seasonal produce, it has the ability to provide value added
products like yogurt parfaits, whole-wheat egg toast, smoothies and fresh juices for busy mornings
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on the go. It can also stock grab-and-go lunch meals, pantry staples like rice, beans, dry mixes, and
light refrigeration items like dairy and eggs. While initially the truck can station itself central to
resident and school locations, it would also have the ability to drive around the neighborhood and
deliver groceries to the community.

Below is a walking radius map showing a distance of 5, 10 and 15 minutes walks to Veteran Park as
the primary site location for the Mobile Market Truck.

Implications:

Having 2-3 trucks stationed at either end of
the park would split traffic flow and help to
manage lines. The Mobile Market Truck could
also create times tables where it parked in
front of locations with high-risk demographics
such as elementary schools and senior
centers. Thus reducing the need for car-
centered transportation which is socio-
economically challenging to provide equitably,
or reliance on public transit which may require
more walking than advised under extreme
heat conditions.

Finally, this could redefine what convenience food is. At present the term brings to mind bags of
heavily processed salted snacks and sugary treats. The Mobile Market Truck can carry items like
bowls of fresh cut fruit with tajin, carrot sticks and ranch packs, ice cold water and granola bars.

Conclusion:

The findings from this project were two-fold. The first is simple; when we work together, we prosper
together. Partnership in community developments is vital if the residents present will not only be
expected to be satisfied with the changes in their environment, but to support and maintain them as
well. Development and redevelopment projects do not have to co-exist with gentrification and the
methodology principle of including residents in the decision process can set a new standard in the
world of urban planning.

The second is that food accessibility can be achieved through tools we already possess. According
to IBIS World, there were over 58,000 food trucks in the US in 2024, an increase of 10.3% since
2023. If we applied the Blue Zones rule in a broader sense to designate 25% of them as Mobile
Market Trucks, this would mean 14,500 mini grocery stores would be added to the market. Their
mobility has the potential to address issues like food deserts, post-disaster relief and elderly meal
accessibility.

There’s been a social shift occurring in the world of fast food and food health, where plant-based
options and healthier meals are driving up demand for better food options. Creating a model for the
Mobile Market Trucks, bursting with healthy convenient accessible food, creates an opportunity to
impact the food industry landscape and establish a new definition of what it means to eat fast food.
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