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FOODDISTRIBUTIONSYSTEM,
INNERCITY,U,S,A,

by
Jarvis L. Cain

Department of Agricultural Economics
University of Maryland

“The retail food industry is meeting
current food distributionneeds of the
suburbs. It is now being challenged to
meet inner city residents food needs.”

Introduction

As we change from the “old” to the
“new” in any sort of situation, the natu-
ral human tendency is to accept the “new”
area and reject the “old.” One can easily
draw a parallel with “Inner City, U.S.A.”
In the early part of this century, our
cities flourished and were the center of
our attention. After World War II, the
suburbs became “the apple of our eye.” In-
ner city was forgotten. Problems were
fermenting in the inner city; but we
closed our eyes and hoped that they would
go away. Well, they haven’t gone away.
As we all know, unfortunately - due ba-
sically to neglect - they have gotten
much worse.

The food industry’sapproach to
feeding our people was not much differ-
ent. A few shining examples not with-
standing, we abandoned the inner city
and fled to the suburbs with everyone
else. We build even larger supermarkets
and elaborate delivery systems to serve
the suburbs. The inner city became more
and more the “poor cousin” in the food
distribution system.

Recently, there has been an in-
creased concern about the problems of
feeding inner city residents. In addi-

tion to a flurry of denials that the
inner city was ever abandoned, the best
solution currently being offered by the
food industry is use of a tool of the
past (the supermarket) to solve present
and future problems. “The retail food
industry is meeting current food dis-
tributionneeds of the suburbs. Now it
is being challenged to meet inner city
residents food needs.”

Note: In selected inner city situa-
tions, certain progressive food retailing
firms are currently providing conven-
tional grocery products and services to
their customers. Unfortunately, these
example firms can serve only a limited
portion of total inner city residents in
the country. ‘1’hissystem is designed to
compliment these progressive firms and
to fill a void that they are not serving
or cannot serve economically.

Why a Special Food Distribution System
for Inner City, U.S.A.?

Inner City, U.S.A. needs its own food
distribution system (as an integrated
portion of the total country’s food dis-—.
tribution system) because:

1. w- most inner city neighbor-
hoods don’t have the area available,
strategically located for a large super-
market at a reasonable cost, with compli-
mentary businesses.
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2. Transport Problems - both for
people to and from the store - public or
private - and for the delivery of mer-
chandise to the store.

3. Racial, Ethnic and Religious
Variations - flexibility~ needed, one
standard answer won’t work (food chains
are still learning this lesson).

4. Income and & Differentials -
a high proportio~f poor people are in
the inner city, and they have different
shopping patterns, as do the concentra-
tion of elderly people in the inner city.

5. Crime - higher incidence in the
inner city makes the supermarket economi-
cally unsound, target for crime, good
help won’t work there.

6. Logistical Support - inner city
food retailing suffera because of a lack
of facilitiesmaintenance and because of
the collaspe of an effective logistical
support system.

The remainder of this paper will de-
velop a conceptual framework for the
easing of current food distributionprob-
lems in Inner City, U.S.A. and their
eventual solution.

Objective

“TO provide for present and future
food (nutrition/health)needs of inner
city residents through the free enterprise
system, which yields a reasonable profit
commensuratewith the risk involved in
doing business.”

‘l%isis neither a sociological,
political nor philanthropic exercise
though elements of all have important
influencesupon the situation. The
author is a profit oriented economist
who firmly believes that an economic
solution to the problem can be found
by the food industry. Many in this arena

have forgotten, or never knew, that
reasonableprofit is the incentive that
makes our economy work. The case can be
made for the use of other criteria to
measure the effectivenessof the food
distribution system and the author would
be the first to agree. But, somewhere
along the line, this “new” food distribu-
tion system for Inner City, U.S.A. must
yield a competitive return from resources
employed; or it will fall into ruin as
has our present system.

Role of Government

Government at its very best can
assist people to achieve their objectives.
Government at its worst tries to do every-
thing for everyone. Government can ef-
fectively provide:

a. Protection - police and fire

b. Regulation - sanitation, product
safety, work related

c. Education and research

.d. Sewer, water and trash removal
services

Government in a democracy cannot
effectively run the food distribution
system and should not be encouraged to
interferewith its productive operation
Informed government,with a positive
approach to the problem, can be of signi-
ficant assistance. Unenlightened gov-
ernment can hinder and possibly block the
project from reaching its objective.

Inner City Food Distribution System

Major features of this system are:

1. Utilizing existing technology
and food retailing institutions in a
non-traditionalmanner by moving the
people to the food during specific “stock-
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up” periods (pay days and income transfer
payment days).

2. Introduction of a new food re-
tailing institution -- the FLEX-I-MART.
A combination fast food and convenience
food market for the day to day shopping
which is the predominant part of inner
city food marketing.

3. Development of an adequate logis-
tical system to handle the customers, pur-
chases, and products under (1) and to sup-
ply the flex-i-martwith the appropriate
product mix of fast foods and convenience
items for the neighborhood it serves.

4. Development of adequate training
programs to provide for a maximum of inner
city resident employment within the system.

5. Development of local ownership,
management and control of operations with-
in the system.

6. A communication network that will
allow the system to work.

Conventional Supermarket’s Role

Moving from the suburbs toward center
city, one can note a ring of conventional
supermarkets which circles the city (Fig-
ure 1). This would seem to be the normal
condition in today’s inner city markets.
Here no major structural upheaval is re-
quired. These supermarkets can be utilized
to serve their neighborhood clientele and
to serve inner city residents during their
“stock-up” days. An advertised, regulated
network of buses could be formulated to
transport inner city customers to the su-
permarkets and to return the customers and
their groceries to the inner city. The
bus system could be designed to assist
those elderly or infirm persons who needed
help with their purchases. Security guards
could be provided as required for customer
and product safety. Since this transport
system would only be utilized on selected

days of the month, some arrangement could
probably be made with either the local
public transit system or the school bus-
sing system for vehicles. This would
avoid large investments in vehicles that
would be under-utilized and help to
support either existing bus system. In
addition, the bussing system could be
coordinated with taxis to deliver shop-
pers to their homes from designated inner
city locations at minimum group rates.

FLEX-I-MART

What is being presented here is the
basic shell of a unit which could be
engineered to maximize on the combina-
tion of convenience, physical appeal,
efficiency and security. Figure 11 shows
a flex-i-martwith a 50/50 combination
of fast foods and convenience foods in
the layout. The principle involved here
is to service the day to day food needs
of the particular mighborhood - be it
100% fast food or 100% convenience foods
or any realistic combination of the two.
We all realize that, for operational
efficiency, there is a certain basic
size unit, in both cases, which must be
incorporated. The point is to have the
flexibility present to meet the current
food needs of the neighborhood as well
as its changing needs.

As one might imagine, storage and
preparation area in these units will be
minimal or nonexistent. Inventory in
the convenience mart segment will essen-
tially be in the perishable cases and
on the shelves (which is nothing new).
For the fast food segment, inventory
will be replenished according to sales
volume needs (which is also nothing new).

Parking may or may not be offered
depending on clientele needs and space
cost.
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FIGURE 1

ELEMENTS OF INNER CITY FOOD DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM
INNER CITY, U.S.A.
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Exterior design would vary depending
upon whether the unit was part of a chain
or individually owned.

Logistical Support System

For the conventional supermarkets,
logistical support could be supplied in
two basic thrusts. One is from conven-
tional grocery, perishable and prepared
food sources. Second, it may make eco-
nomic sense to utilize the central perish-
able preparation facilities [c] (meat,
produce, dairy and bakery) part for the
flex-i-mart and part for the conventional
supermarket, thus eliminating the pro-
cessing of these products at retail.
Also, the central kitchens [k] could pro-
vide delicatessen items to the conven-
tional supermarkets and the flex-i-marts.

In the convenience mart portion of
the flex-i-mart, (1) groceries could be
provided by a special section of the
grocery warehouse (limited line selection
and small quantities); (2) perishables
could come from the central perishables
preparation facility [c]; (3) while deli-
catessen items may come from the central
kitchen [k].

For the fast food portion of the
flex-i-mart, meals could be prepared in
the central kitchen and delivered to the
flex-i-mart hot or to be heated; or meal
components could be delivered from the
central kitchen and made ready to eat at
the location. Condiments and paper goods
could come from the grocery warehouse.

The central perishables preparation
facilities, central kitchens and grocery
warehouse could be all in one location or
in several locations (designed to minimize
the combination of facilities and trans-
port cost) as might be pictured in Fig-
ure 1.

“modularization” (putting goods into
predesigned units). The various pre-
pared, cooked and conventional items
can be “modularized” at point of pro-
duction or warehousing and then de-
livered according to minimum transport
cost. Therefore, the individual flex-
i-mart unit could receive a minimum of
one delivery (meals or components,
perishables, and groceries). These
would be on the same vehicle, but in
individual units for temperaturemain-
tenance. The maximum number of deliv-
eries would be three (one each of meals
or components, perishables, and gro-
ceries). There would be no vendor
delivery to individual units. Vendored
items would be delivered to the grocery
warehouse and incorporated into the
module. Modules for delivery help to
increase productivity, reduce shrink
and pollution.

One might easily expect considerable
resistance from manufacturers, suppliers,
and vendors regarding the “no vendored”
items to retail units. However, when
one considers the decreased capital in-
vestment in route trucks, high cost of
labor to man them, inefficiency of small
deliveries, danger to route drivers in
inner city, increased efficiency of
large deliveries to warehouses, decreased
cost of collections and billings; the
pill may not be so bitter. The decreased
cost of reducing the number of deliveries
to retail points is another bonus for
the system.

In order to make such a system work,
it is absolutely essential that effective
communications are established between
and among the various institutional
partners. Working with minimal inven-
tories and utilizing central preparation
and cooking facilities; individual flex-
i-mart units must have the best of
communication to operate effectively.

The secret to delivery of these
varied items to the retail units is
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One can easily envision the use of
electronic data systems to provide for
effective operation and control of this
food distribution system. The problem,
as with the present food distribution
system, is not technological. It is in
designing the system and in utilization
of the data generated by those making
management decisions.

Training of Local People

A sub-objective here might be to
employ 80% inner city residents within
this system. This could be viewed as
desirable because of the high unemploy-
ment and under-employment rates in the
inner city, especially of young people.
Interestingly enough the major reason
advanced for this under or unemployment
is lack of training in marketable skills.
Therefore, it would behoove the food in-
dustry to make a serious effort to devel-
op training programs to allow inner city
residents to learn appropriate skills to
be applied within the system. Opportun-
ities should be available at retail units
and within the logistics and transport
system.

Ownership - Financing

There seems to be a tendency these
days, when one wants money, especially
large amounts of money, to flock to the
government for financial aid. The author
firmly believes that the money for such
ventures as have been discussed here
should come from the private sector of
the economy; and most appropriately fmm
the food industry itself, as an indica-
tion of their concern and desire to help
with this critical problem.

All this talk of inner city food
distribution systems could very easily
give one the impression that the author
has envisioned one huge monopoly to
service the total food needs of an
entire inner city. Nothing could be
further from the truth. The discussion
of the food distribution system has been
given to convey the need for coordination
of efforts between various parts of the
system and continuity in the flow of goods
and services. Vertical and horizontal
economic integration are facts of life.
However, in no way is individual owner-
ship of any of the institutional seg-
ments (supermarkets, flex-i-marts,pre-
paration or kitchen facilities, trans-
port system, warehouse or other parts)
precluded. The point is that all in-
stitutional segments can agree upon
common objectives and work toward their
fulfillment. Should a problem appear in
the area of concentration of power, cur-
rent anti-trust statutes offer a remedy.

Toward 2000 A.D.

This discussion on inner city food
distribution systems really has two
purposes. First it is sincerely offered
for consideration as the outline of a
remedy to today’s problems. However, as
we manage temporary solutions, we begin
to get the longer range view and begin to
consider the whole range of “alternative
futures” for feeding our people--with in-
ner city people a one segment of the pop-
ulation. This is not an exercise in
“alternative futures” for the whole coun-
try. The point here is that, as we plan
for future food industry systems, we must
not allow the inner city to fall by the
wayside. The total food industry system
of the future must be designadto feed all
our people,
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