
Cultivating Vibrant Farmers’ Markets in San Diego’s Low-Income Neighborhoods 
 
International Rescue Committee of San Diego, CA received $74,823 to promote the City 
Heights Farmers Market to ethnic consumers, introduce new specialty crops to the market’s 
vendors to diversify product mix, and encourage the redemption of EBT and WIC payments 
through a customer incentive program. The funds were used to perform a survey, develop 
foreign language materials and promote EBT/WIC with a dollar match program. 
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Our farmers say… 

“I like being here because I 

get to interact with different 

cultures.” 

“The Fresh Fund brings 

more people to the farmers’ 

market and is helpful to our 

business.” 

City Heights Farmers’ Market 

Thank you for your interest in joining our market! We are located 

within a lively, colorful, dynamic and diverse community that strongly 

supports our young market. The City Heights community is one of the 

most diverse in the nation with over 40 different languages spoken 

among its 80,000 residents. Despite the diversity, the community 

agrees the City Heights Farmers’ Market provides the needed access 

to locally grown, fresh produce.  They also agree that they want 

MORE farmers and produce vendors to sell produce at the CHFM!  

Did you know…? 

• We value local farmers, and we understand that not all farms can 

attain growing certifications required by other markets.  We want to 

hear about how you manage your farm and about your values. 

• Specialty crops catered to Southeast Asian, East African, and Latinos 

consistently do well.  Our vendor who sells Southeast Asian produce 

averages $1300 in daily sales! 

• Our stall fees are 8% of sales for Certified Produce Vendors, and $10 

or 8% of sales for hot food and craft. 

• We run a matching program called the Fresh Fund that enables 

SNAP/food stamps, SSI, and WIC participants to receive $20 a month 

in the form of tokens to spend exclusively at the City Heights Farmers’ 

Market.  As the only EBT-accessible farmers’ market in urban San 

Diego, we make fresh, quality produce accessible to more residents. 

• Hot food vendors who bring ethnic foods from the cultures 

represented in City Heights flourish at our market and are wildly 

popular during celebrations of international holidays. 

 

What are CHFM shoppers saying?  
“I love the fresh, seasonal produce that’s provided by local farmers.” 

“We go to the market because the produce is fresher than those in supermarkets and we want to support 

local farmers, even if that means sometimes paying a little more.” 

“The unique and quality produce at CHFM isn’t found in the stores in our neighborhood.  I’m so glad we have 

the CHFM.” 

 

How can you get involved? 

Join our Saturday morning market!  Here’s who you can contact: 

Market Manager: Lorrie Scott 

760-705-7419 

Thelazytranch1@gmail.com 

Program Coordinator: Mai Nguyen 

610-641-7510 ext 277 

Mai.nguyen@theirc.org



and more... y más...



The City Heights Farmers’ Market
Addressing Food Security 

in San Diego

 The morning rush keeps our vendors busy and improves their 
daily net by $200 to $400. 

THE CONTEXT
In early 2006, the San Diego office of the International Rescue Committee (IRC) expanded its core resettle-
ment services to directly address the health and nutrition disparities often experienced by refugees.  Since 
that time, the Food Security and Community Health Department has evolved into a multi-faceted program 
that addresses the systemic health concerns of refugees through emergency food assistance, nutrition 
education, urban agriculture and advocacy. The IRC works to increase access to fresh, affordable culturally 
appropriate foods among San Diego’s refugee and low-income communities as well as support community-
driven initiatives that promote healthy lifestyles and food self-sufficiency. The department manages projects 
ranging from a 2.3 acre urban farm to a 30-booth weekly farmers’ market.

The IRC’s office is located in the heart of City Heights, one of the most diverse neighborhoods in the 
country, designated by the State Department as one of six national “immigration zones.” Nearly half of City 
Heights’ residents are foreign-born, coming from over 60 countries, and speaking over 40 languages. More-
over, with 30% of families in City Heights living below the national poverty level, the community 
experiences significant food insecurity, placing residents at-risk for health problems such as obesity and 
diabetes. Indeed, 64% of youth eat fewer than five servings of fruits and vegetables a day. Compounding this 
already food-insecure climate, San Diego County has the worst Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP) enrollment rates in the nation, with only 1/3 of eligible residents participating in the program.  

THE MARKET
The City Heights Farmers’ Market (CHFM) was established in June 2008 to combat some of the health and 
food-access inequities within the community. As the first San Diego farmers’ market to be situated within a 
low-income community and to accept SNAP Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT), the market is uniquely placed 
to affect positive change and empowerment. Born out of collaboration between several community organi-
zations, including the International Rescue Committee, the San Diego County Farm Bureau, the San Diego 
County Childhood Obesity Initiative and the San Diego Nutrition Network, CHFM developed as a resource to 
increase access to healthful, affordable foods, and to promote community wellbeing. 



In response to significant food-insecurity in City Heights, the CHFM launched a cash incentive program called 
“Fresh Fund,” designed to make the benefits of fresh, locally grown produce accessible to everyone in the 
neighborhood.  The project has proven to be a cornerstone of the market and is wildly popular in the 
community. Started with a grant from the Wholesome Wave Foundation, the program provides Fresh Fund 
“dollars” to EBT, WIC and SSI recipients. Approximately 275 eligible market patrons receive up to $5 each 
week that can be used to purchase produce. In other words, each Fresh Fund dollar first serves an individual 
or family and then puts money in the pocket of a local farmer. 

Each week, the Fresh Fund is distributed to individuals who qualify for one of three programs:  SNAP, Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI/Disability).  The SNAP incentives are given 
as a $5 match when customers use their EBT card, while WIC and SSI are currently distributed in $4 and $3 
increments without a match requirement, though most customers spend between $5-$10 of their own cash at 
the market.  The City Heights Farmers’ Market opens at 9:00am, but residents—eager for their Fresh Fund—
line up at the market’s information booth as early as 6:00am.  All outreach for the program has been word-of-
mouth and the $750 distributed each week is exhausted by 10:30am.

 
Customers begin lining up for Fresh Fund as early as 
6:00am. This photograph was taken at 8:30, one half 
hour before the market opens.

After four months of administering the 
program to rapidly increasing numbers of 
participants, the need for enhanced 
distribution and tracking systems became 
clear.  Each eligible participant is now issued 
an ID card, and a portable scanner and laptop
are used to manage data on site.  Wooden tokens are issued and spent as cash with any of the fresh produce 
vendors. At the end of each market day, vendors submit their tokens to the market manager for reimburse-
ment.  This technology upgrade, which cost $2000 to implement, allows IRC to track not only how much 
money is distributed, but how often an individual is purchasing fresh produce at the farmers’ market. It is also 
serving as a model for other cash-match programs because of its ease of use and ability to track participation.

To date, more than $40,000 has been distributed via the Fresh Fund which accounts for nearly 30% of total 
market sales.  Not only is this a critical infusion of capital for our farmers, but, it also represents a significant 
contribution to the health and wellbeing of low income residents.  In a market survey, 88% of respondents 
reported that they ate “a lot” more fruits and vegetables as a result of the program.  At the same time, 64% 
said that they could not afford to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables at the market without the support of 
the Fresh Fund and another 14% said they would have to significantly reduce the amount that they purchase 
at the market.  When coupled with other programs such as the WIC and Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition 
Programs, nearly half of market income is coming from sources other than cash.  This clearly illustrates the 
struggle low income residents have in securing fresh foods, as well as the important role such programs can 
play in operating a successful farmers’ market in a low income community.



“I’d like to eat more fresh foods, 
but they are expensive and it’s 
hard to make things stretch 
on an SSI budget.  Fresh Fund 
makes it possible for me to be a 
part of the Farmers’ Market.”  
Valerie Camacho, 
Fresh Fund recipient

The Fresh Fund program has also significantly increased SNAP 
expenditures at the City Heights Farmers’ Market.  Less than 
one month after the program was launched, EBT sales 
quadrupled and now account for nearly 10% of monthly market 
sales.  Further, IRC and the San Diego Hunger Coalition have 
partnered to offer SNAP pre-screening at the Farmers’ 
Market to increase overall participation in the program.  Given 
that San Diego has the lowest participation in the federal SNAP 
program in the entire United States, this kind of direct outreach 
has been very successful in dispelling program myths and 
encouraging enrollment. To date, hundreds of individuals and 
families have been screened for SNAP eligibility at the Farmers’ 
Market, and just over 100 individuals have been 
successfully supported through the SNAP application process 
and now use EBT at the market on a regular basis.

Market staff have long suspected there are many reasons City 
Heights residents shop at the farmers’ market. In addition to the 
services provided (including food stamp application 
assistance, cooking demonstrations, gardening workshops and 
bike repair) and the Fresh Fund, many patrons point to the 
opportunity to practice English, which is a non-native language 
for most market shoppers. A strong sense of community is also 
highlighted as a primary reason for shopping at the 
farmers’ market. This holds particularly true for many 
members of the Vietnamese community in City Heights who 
wake at 5:00am, meet at 6:00am at the market to socialize and 
exercise, and wait for Fresh Fund distribution at 9:00am.

“The further families have to go to 
stretch their food dollars, the more 
likely they are to purchase foods 
that are more affordable but also 
less nutritious, such as processed 
and fast foods. This is one contrib-
uting factor in the staggering rise 
of childhood obesity. Programs like 
the Fresh Fund improve families’ 
ability to access to fresh, affordable 
healthy foods right in their own 
neighborhoods.”
Cheryl Moder, Director, San Diego 
County Childhood Obesity Initiative

“We arrange to meet 
friends at the market, which 
makes it a lot of fun. We 
walk out and meet to talk 
about the past, the pres-
ent, things to come. In 
the morning, we gather to 
catch up on each others’ 
lives, then exercise togeth-
er, improving our health.  
Otherwise, we sit at home 
alone and lonely.  This mar-
ket helps the community.”
Market patron

City Heights Farmers’ Market
BY THE NUMBERS...
• Nearly 75% of shoppers attend the market weekly
• 2/3 of customers were born outside of the USA
• 88% of shoppers reported eating a lot more fruits and  
 vegetables because of the Fresh Fund program
• As of September 2009, just over 41,000 patrons have   
 visited the market, with total sales of $183,000.
• 83% of market income has gone to the Farmers, totaling  
 nearly $152,000
• $42,000 in Fresh Fund dollars has been distributed to   
 low-income market patrons, accounting for nearly 30% 
 of total farmer profit
• 15%  ($23,400) of farmers’ income is from Senior and   
 WIC Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) 
• 8% of farmers’ income ($10,800) is from EBT sales
• 5-10 individuals are screened weekly  at the market for  
 SNAP eligibility , with outreach conducted in 6 languages. 



OTHER PROGRAMS
The Fresh Fund is not the only program at the market thriving on the 
synergy between healthy food choices and resident empowerment. 
Though City Heights is one of the densest urban communities in San 
Diego, it is also home to many micro-farms, a reflection of the 
diversity within the neighborhood. The CHFM established the 
“Backyard Farmers” program to connect the farming residents of City 
Heights to the market by enabling them to sell their produce on con-
signment. Backyard Farmers brings buyers ever closer to the source of 
their food. Backyard Farmers also acts as a venue for sales of produce 
grown by nearby school and community gardens that are also 
overseen by the International Rescue Committee.  These gardens 
offer more than 20 student interns an opportunity to learn about food 
systems, hands-on farming techniques, and how to promote 
sustainable agriculture through a connection with the farmers’ 
market. The teens attend the Backyard Farmers booth each week in 
shifts;  they are responsible for the produce from harvest the night 
before to vending at the market, thereby fostering valuable job skills, 
an appreciation for local food production, all while supporting healthy 
eating habits.

The IRC is currently in the process of gaining certification for the 2.3 
acre New Roots Urban Farm, operated less than 2 miles from the site 
of the City Heights Farmers’ Market. Managed by the IRC, New Roots 
is the collaborative endeavor of nearly 80 refugee and immigrant 
families from 12 countries, many of whom come from agrarian
backgrounds. The farm provides them with a venue to not only 
produce healthy food for their families and decrease financial burden, 
but also to share and cultivate valuable skills. Once certified, growers 
will be able to sell excess produce from their plots to further support 
their families, and meet the increasing demand for specialty crops in 
City Heights.
       It is through IRC  
       projects such as  
       the New Roots 
       Urban Farm and  
       the City Heights 
       Farmers’ Market 
       that entire 
       communities are  
       economically   
       and socially  
       empowered 
       through local food.

For more information about the IRC Food Security & 
Community Health Department, contact Ellee Igoe:
619-641-7510 x 234   e l l e e . i g o e @ t h e i r c . o r g




El City Heights Farmers’ Market (mercado de agricultores) provee frutas y vegetales fresca, de calidad, cultivado 
localmente y queremos asegúranos que todos puedan tener acceso a estas opciones saludables. ¡Fresh Fund provee a 
los participantes de los programas como Seguridad de Ingreso Suplementario (SSI), WIC, y Estampillas de Comida (SNAP) 
con $20 gratis por mes para comprar las frutas y verduras del mercado de agricultores! 
 

¿Cómo Funciona? 
Los participantes de los programas como en el Programa de Asistencia Nutricional Suplementaria 
(SNAP/ también conocido como Estampillas para Comida), WIC, y Seguridad de Ingreso 
Suplementario (SSI/discapacidad) puede registrarse para “Fresh Fund” en cualquier mercado de 
agricultores que este participando.  Una vez inscrito, pueden recibir hasta $20 en fondos cada mes. 
Eso significa que tienen que contribuir fondos del programa  Estampillas de Comida (también 
conocido como SNAP) o dinero en efectivo.  La cantidad que contribuya será igualada con moneda 
de madera.  ¡Intercambié $20 y reciba $40 en monedas de madera para gastar en el mercado! No 
hay vuelco de mes a mes. 

 

¿A quién beneficia? 
 ¡Participantes! 

 64% de participantes de Fresh Fund dijeron que no podían solventar la compra 
de frutas y vegetales frescas en el mercado sin el apoyo de Fresh Fund 

 90% de los compradores encuestados dicen que comen más frutas y vegetales 
frescas a causa de Fresh Fund 

¡Agricultores! 

 Apoya a los agricultores locales que se esfuerzan por mantener prácticas 
ambientales y sociales justas 

 Fresh Fund va directamente a los agricultores en lugar del comerciante o 
agentes de transporte 

¡Todos! 

 Circula el dinero en la economía local y la comunidad disipa la idea de que los 
mercados de los agricultores son los nichos de mercado 

 Beneficia el medio ambiente porque reduce el transporte de alimentos y el 
calentamiento global 

¿Que puedes hacer tu? 
¡Pase la voz!  Contamos con colaboradores comunitarios, los participantes, y otros, 
para interceder por el programa Fresh Fund. Usted puede ser parte del 
movimiento para ampliar este valioso programa y permitir a más personas que 
tenga opciones saludables. 

 Informe a sus clientes de SNAP, WIC, SSI que se pueden inscribir al 
programa de Fresh Fund en las siguientes locaciones: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 Envié este volante a sus colaboradores comunitarios 

 Inscríbase como voluntario en uno de nuestros equipos de trabajo  

City Heights 
Farmers’ Market 

Valley Center 
Farmers’ Market 

San Marcos Farmers’ 
Market 

Southeast 
Farmers’ Market 

Sabados  
9AM -1PM 

Jueves 
3PM – 7PM 

Miercoles 
3PM - 7PM No ha sido 

determinado Wightman Ave y 
Fairmount Ave 

Valley Center 
Community Center 

CSU San Marcos 
Estacionamiento “B” 

El programa Fresh Fund fue lanzado en asociación con la fundación de Wholesome Wave y es actualmente apoyado por ARRA and CDFA.   

“Me gustaría comer más 
alimentos frescos, pero son 
costosas y es difícil alargar 
las cosas con un 
presupuesto de SSI.  El 
programa Fresh Fund hace 
posible que yo sea una 
parte del mercado de los 
agricultores.” 
 
Valerie Camacho,  
Beneficiario de Fresh Fund  

Lo que deben traer 
para inscribirse: 

 Identificación valida con 
foto 

 SSI: Carta de beneficios de 
Seguridad de Ingreso 
Suplementario o un 
estado de su cuenta 
bancaria 

 WIC: Sobre del WIC  

 SNAP: Tarjeta EBT  



Nơi cung cấp nguồn tài liệu
về sức khỏe, hướng dẫn kiến
thức khoa học, sửa xe đạp, và
nhiều thứ khác nữa...

43rd St

Wightman St

Fairmount

University Ave

Chợ 

Trên đường Wightman
giữa Fairmount và 43rd
đậu xe miễn phí trên 

đường 43

đậu xe miễn phí

Được dùng thẻ EBT/SNAP
và WIC tại đây, hay sẽ được
hướng dẫn cách sử dụng
các chương trình này !

Giá rẽ cho các thực phẩm
tươi sản xuất tại địa phưong –
ăn ngon hơn và để lâu hơn!

Kính mời qúy đồng hương đến:
Chợ Nông Phẩm tại vùng City Heights

Mỗi thứ Bảy
9:00 sáng đến 1:00 chiều




Farmers’ markets provide fresh, locally-grown, quality fruits and vegetables, and we want to ensure that everyone can 
access these healthy options.  Fresh Fund provides SSI, WIC, and SNAP/food stamp participants a free $20 each month 
for farmers’ markets produce! 

How does it work?
Participants in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI/Disability) 
may sign-up for the Fresh Fund at any of the participating farmer’s markets.  
Once enrolled, they can receive $20 in matching funds each month.  That means 
that they contribute SNAP funds or cash to receive a match in the form of 
wooden tokens.  Submit $20 and receive $40 in the form of tokens to spend at 
the market!  There is no roll-over from month to month.   

Who does this benefit? 
Participants!  

 64% of Fresh Fund participants said that they could not afford to 
purchase fresh fruits and vegetables at the market without the 
support of the Fresh Fund 

 90% of surveyed shoppers say they eat more fresh fruits and 
vegetables because of the Fresh Fund   

Farmers! 

 Supports local farmers who strive to maintain socially and 
environmentally just practices 

 Fresh Fund goes directly to the growers instead of retailers, 
packaging, shipping 

Everyone! 

 Circulates money in the local economy and community 

 Dispels the idea that farmers’ markets are niche markets  

 Benefits the environment by reducing global warming from food 
shipments 

 

What can you do? 
Spread the word!  We rely on community partners, participants, and others to advocate for the Fresh Fund.  You can be 
part of the movement to expand this valuable program and enable more people to access healthy options. 

 Tell your SNAP, WIC, SSI clients that they can enroll in the Fresh Fund at 

 Send this flyer to your community partners 

 Volunteer as a Fresh Fund workgroup member 
 

City Heights 
Farmers’ Market 

Valley Center 
Farmers’ Market 

San Marcos 
Farmers’ Market 

Southeast 
Farmers’ Market 

Saturdays  
9AM -1PM 

Thursdays 
3PM – 7PM 

Wednesday 
3PM - 7PM 

TBD Wightman Ave 
and Fairmount 

Ave 

Valley Center 
Community 

Center 

CSU San Marcos 
Parking Lot “B” 

The Fresh Fund is operated by the International Rescue Committee.  It was launched in partnership with the Wholesome Wave 
Foundation and Price Charities, and is currently supported by ARRA and CDFA. 

“I’d like to eat more fresh foods, but 
they are expensive and it’s hard to 
make things stretch on an SSI budget. 
Fresh Fund makes it possible for me to 
be a part of the Farmers’ Market.”  
 
Valerie Camacho,  
Fresh Fund recipient 

What to bring to enroll: 

 Valid photo ID 

 SSI: Supplemental Security 
Income letter or bank 
statement 

 WIC: WIC Envelope 

 SNAP: EBT card 


