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corner stores. She takes an interest in the cultural and political aspects of food and health, and 
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healthy food to corner stores in western North Carolina, and the realizations she and others had 

along the way. Her passion to serve others through her work shines through in her story. 
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The Community Transformation Grant project is federally funded from the CDC. It was 

actually the prevention piece from the Affordable Care Act, and it is sun-setting in September of this 

year because it was eliminated from the physical budget. So yeah, that’s kind of interesting. It was 

set up to look at making systems change across communities so that healthy living would be easier. 

So if people are healthier then health care won’t cost so much; it’s crazy! So North Carolina received 

money, actually the fourth largest pot of money across the country, to work on this. The strategies 

were very specific of what you were doing, which was good and bad. But everybody across the state 

was working on the exact same things. So that’s what I’ve been doing.  
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My path here is kind of crazy. So the short version is I was a high school history teacher and 

went to Mexico. I’m 1 ½ generation. My dad is from Mexico and my mom was born on the border. 

So I’m like, “Am I first generation? I don’t know.” Anyway, so I moved back to Mexico and taught 

English for 3 years and it just kind of changed the trajectory of my future of what I was going to do.  

I came back and went to grad school. I also knew that I could never teach in the United States after 

teaching in a setting where I really got to teach. It really was hard. Having all this freedom; it was not 

gonna happen. So I went to grad school because I like learning and wanted to learn, but with no set 

objective. But I liked teaching. That’s the base of what I do.  I actually got a Master’s in Latin 

American Studies and had no idea what I was going to do with it. So while that was going on I used 

to dance. I taught dance classes and then I got certified to personal train. This was all just fun stuff; it 

was never for anything other than just fun for me. I always tell people, “I’m a really bad personal 

trainer because I don’t take money.” I’m just like, “You’re doing that wrong let me help you. You’re 

going to have shoulder surgery in three years if you keep doing that.” So fast forward three years, 

we moved to North Carolina in January of 2002, and I worked for the National Park Service, buying 

educational materials for the Blue Ridge Parkway. So I was still teaching but in a different way. Then I 

got transferred to the Caribbean region for a couple years, and I oversaw the National Parks in the 

Virgin Islands and St. Croix. So my husband raised our child while I worked and hung out at the 

beach every day, which was wonderful and lovely and a great experience.  That was a huge shift, 

living on an island and understanding resources in a way that’s very different. Nothing grows there 
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so you wait for a boat to come with food and then you buy lots of it and figure out how to deal with 

it. But I came back to the states because we had just bought this house actually, and didn’t live in it 

because I got transferred. So we bought a brand new house and it was sitting empty, which is so 

bizarre. So it was like, “We kinda gotta go back, right? “And so I had to quit my job because they 

wanted me to stay.  

Then I sat for about three months doing nothing and really contemplating, and called and 

emailed everybody I knew and said, “I want to make people’s lives healthier. I want to figure out a 

way to educate people. That’s what I want to do. If you all hear of anything that I can do that in, let 

me know.” And somebody called and said, “There’s this pilot program that’s starting at the YWCA, 

you might be interested in it.” So I called and was like, “I want to do that. I can totally do that.” And it 

started with eight people who had diabetes and we were trying to teach them how to control their 

glucose with diet and exercise. And when I left the program there were 240 adults with diabetes and 

100 pre-diabetics and 240 kids. That was in six years. Serving them was fantastic, but I knew that the 

system needed to change. So I was motivated to do something on a bigger scale. If you’re serving 

200 diabetics and there are 40,000 in a county, it’s not enough. So I moved to work with the Health 

Department and looked at systems specifically in regards to food. Because I think, I know, exercise is 

hard, but it’s so much more manageable to teach people than it is food. Food is so personal and 

there’s such a connection and so figuring out a way to connect to them to eat healthy in a way that 

still makes sense to them is the piece.  
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I think what’s most meaningful to me is being able to be a conduit between different people 

to go, “Do you know this person is doing this awesome thing?” So I am trying to help make that 

network connection so that that maybe something can move further. That’s what I like best. And 

coming from my family, food has always been interesting to look at.  There is the cultural piece of 

food.  Understanding food in English has always been an interesting thing for me. My parents didn’t 

speak English very well and so there were words that I only knew in Spanish that I didn’t know were 

English words until much later.  My parents were from northern Mexico, which is like very meat 

heavy, a lot of beef and not a lot of fruits and vegetables. So I had my first blueberry in my 20’s. I 

remember eating blueberries for the first time, which is not something you should remember. So it’s 

kind of funny, but it’s just a different thing. There are foods that my parents don’t even know what to 

do with when they see them in the grocery store. So figuring out how to navigate that with people is 

interesting to me. 

So here in Asheville there’s a definite separation between people of color who I gain just an 

opportunity to have conversations with and who are in leadership roles over me.  It’s nice to have 

people who you can identify with to hold a space. So there are a few people who hold that space for 

me within the health field, which is lovely. The County Commissioner, who used to be my boss, and 

then I was her boss, is another great person to strategize with.  I like her as a mentor because she 

can switch roles, and I think that’s an interesting thing. Like sometimes I actually need to talk to my 

County Commissioner because I don’t understand what’s happening, and we can do that. And then 



 

Page | 5  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

we can put that down and be like, “Okay, I’m trying to navigate this thing, what are your thoughts?” I 

think that’s important. I think I also like her as a mentor because she has a very well rounded 

background, which is great. I think its interesting people are like, “Oh what did you study?” and it’s 

like, “Oh, what I studied is so far fetched from what I do.” She has a master’s in public health and 

went to Divinity school, and now is a regional manager over 14 states. So it’s just kind of interesting 

to figure out how the skills that you have can be moved into something else. I still always go, “I’m still 

educating.” I really feel like that’s what I do.  

Technically I am the healthy eating lead for 11 counties in western North Carolina. The two 

specific things we’re working on are enhancing farmers markets. And by enhancements I mean 

looking at the relationship between EBT and access to that, or access to the markets. That can be as 

varied as location. Like your farmer’s markets here, but it is where everybody wants it to be?  

Because I live downtown yet serve rural North Carolina, Cooperative Extension, who is 

connected to the farmers, has been key. I think having that relationship builds trust. That is the best 

way for me that has been successful. We’ve worked with Cooperative Extension to figure out farms 

or farmers, or who’s got what. In Caldwell County, we had started with a very small farmer’s market.  

Then that wasn’t going to be sustainable because it’s just a place where there aren’t enough people. 

So some of those farmers are just selling directly too. So that was kind of like, “Okay, that was a 

good transition. If you can’t have the market at least they’re selling this here.” So yeah, Cooperative 

Extension has been huge. We also worked to connect with the health departments within the 
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counties, and I mean they are definitely going to be carrying on the work of this once this project 

ends.  

Adding fresh fruits and vegetables to corner and convenience stores is the other huge thing 

I’ve been working on. The corner store project has taken a lot more time and is showing a lot more 

results of people getting involved. It’s very time consuming. I serve rural North Carolina.  Yancey 

County has one farmers market. You know it’s not like there are 40 farmers markets to work with. So 

we’ve definitely done things within those, but the corner store piece I guess I would probably say 

would be the biggest bang for the buck for what we’ve seen.  

First we did surveying. We started with GIS mapping and looked at where grocery stores are 

and where corner stores are in a county, and overlaying it with health. Where is the obesity? Where 

are people living? Where are SNAP recipients? It was that kind of thing.  And then it was deciding on 

where would be a good target place to start with. We took food deserts into consideration, and 

knowing that in rural North Carolina, that 6 miles or 3 miles can be 45 minutes depending on 

weather and mountains and snow. So it’s like, “Eh it’s not that far but it is that far.” Yeah miles it 

doesn’t look like it, but it’s going to take two hours to get there.  

Then we approached storeowners. We began by just sending a letter to stores that were in 

that demographic that we were looking for and said, “Hey we’re thinking about doing this, what do 

you think?” Then we had conversations with people who responded to the letter. That’s how we 

started. We did a full assessment of everything they carry.  We surveyed customers and then 
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surveyed the storeowners, and then they kind of looked over and decided if they wanted to make 

changes and what those would be. In our 11 counties we have seven corner stores that are now 

carrying fresh fruits and vegetables, or lowfat milk, or eggs, that kind of thing.  

We had a storeowner who was interested because he responded, but he didn’t seem 

interested at all. What was fascinating to me is he is in the middle of nowhere and he has a 

restaurant, like a small grill that people in the community eat at at least once a week. He couldn’t 

imagine that if he sold onions and potatoes and tomatoes, they wouldn’t go bad in the store part 

because he could use them. It had never dawned on him that of everybody who has to worry about 

food waste he didn’t, you know?  You know, it was like beyond his comprehension. He had never 

thought that far like, “I could actually sell these and then if I don’t need to I could send them to the 

restaurant and use them.” And it was like, “You have nothing to worry about because you could 

always use your food.” That was something he had never on his own thought about. He was like, 

“Yeah people have asked for stuff, but I haven’t sold it.” And I’m like, “Wow that’s mind-blowing.” 

There has to be a way to market this. How do we tell people? And that’s where the customer 

surveys come in. We ask, “Will you buy it?” And quite honestly, we did find out that in most rural 

sections people are going to a big box store once a week and then that’s it. Or every two weeks, 

and everything else they’re not eating fresh. They’re getting macaroni at the dollar store. 

I think the biggest piece that we’ve been working on is figuring out how to work with the 

buying power. How do we make this more affordable for the stores? I think the downfall of this 
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program is that next step because I think there is a connection that we haven’t gotten to with 

farmers markets and what’s left over and what they could sell so it’s not left over. It can go 

somewhere where they’re still making money.  A better distribution system for some of these corner 

stores that want to sell but don’t know how to get it is needed. Or at least we can be working with 

distributors that can house it and get it out. That’s the piece that we haven’t gotten to. We’re getting 

food to them, but we probably could do it better, cheaper, and with less waste in the community if 

we could make that next connection.   

Specifically with corner stores you need to listen to the storeowners, understand where 

they’re coming from, and make the changes that they’re ready to make. Even if you know that they 

could go four steps down and do this and do that, and they were like, “I’m just going to sell 

tomatoes and corn.” You’re like, “Awesome.” You know? So being okay with where they are and 

knowing that everyone needs to start with their place of readiness. You’ve also got to find a 

champion of a storeowner who’s excited about it. Our main champion was just like, “I’m doing it 

because it’s the right thing.” It was beyond money. She was just tired. She was in an awful situation in 

the sense that she was in the middle of nowhere. There was an elementary school right down the 

road with no budget, no funds, so the only field trip once a year for the kids is to walk to the 

convenience store.  They would buy candy, and it would stress her out that the kids would come in 

there and that was their field trip. And so she was like, “Yes let’s do it!” So not only did we add to it, 

but we did snack packs and sent them to the school because kids do walk around there. It was like 
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for a dollar you can get an apple and some almonds. You could get a cheese stick, you know? So 

putting together healthy snacks and set prices so that the parents know what they’re getting too, 

and what they’re sending their kids in with. So things like that. She was like, “This is great!” I think it’s 

about getting two or three storeowners seeing success because then you can say, “These guys did it. 

They were scared, but this is where they are.”  

North Carolina is broken up into 10 regions, and so we are region 2. It goes across west to 

east. We serve 11 counties, and so the grant says we are about healthy eating, active living, tobacco 

free living, and community clinical supports, and we have someone who represents each of those 

areas doing the work. We all kind of focused on a specific area and with specific policy changes, 

which is interesting. You would be shocked at some of the policies that aren’t out there. A long-term 

policy change for us would be for example, a policy change within the store that they would carry 

healthier foods and they would agree to continue to carry it. It could also be healthy food zones 

around school. We could get to a place where we don’t have the school looking out onto a 

McDonald’s, things like that. Set land for farmer’s markets that’s not shifting, because some people 

are like, “Oh we meet in the school library parking lot.” Is there a contract? How long is your lease? 

Can you have a 100-year lease? What does that look like? Getting stuff like that on paper.  Policies 

of that nature.  

Just seeing it happen and seeing it be successful has been so rewarding. I think that’s it.  You 

know, we had a merchandizer come in and rework the stores. I think that’s a funny story because we 
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were trying to explain what we were doing. We were putting in fresh fruits and vegetables. They 

needed to learn how to display them. So we actually paid a merchandizer to come in and make a 

little thing like, “This is what you do, you put the colors here and you do that.”  He redid the store 

and the owner thought it was great! And everybody in the health department was like, “Oh my 

God!” And then three or four days later, the merchandizer called me and he was like, “This could 

really change communities!” He had an “aha” moment where he was like, “We should be doing this 

everywhere!” I was like, “We are trying to do it everywhere!” It was funny to have someone who’s job 

was to just come in and do this one thing be like, “Holy crap, that could change people’s lives!” So I 

was like, “Yes, you’re right, thank you for knowing that! I appreciate that. 

So my job is ending. It’s fine. It’s kind of funny. I was like, “Yeah that’s it, and it’s good.” 

Definitely having food in areas where there was no access to food is huge. People can go to these 

seven places and get food. And what’s kind of cool is it’s not just here, it’s happening across the 

state of North Carolina so there are other places that are doing it too.  So that’s pretty cool.  

I struggle with farmers markets and EBT’s. I’m not sure. I think it’s important to have that 

option. I’m not sure how successful it will be in creating access, so that’s tricky. My “aha” moment is 

I’m not sure I want to push this. Because it’s hard, you know? It’s like people can only get to one 

store; they need to get to the grocery store to get everything. So how far do we push that? How do 

we make it?  
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People are like, “You want to do what? You want to make sure these places have fresh fruits 

and vegetables?” And I think what’s challenging to me being a history teacher, is like this isn’t a 

novel new concept. This is how we lived for a really long time. So yeah, I mean I think getting people 

to understand that this is the way it was. It’s shocking to me how far removed we’ve come from how 

we used to live when people were healthier. People did go to the store. You know it’s funny, one 

street behind us on the corner that was a store. That was the neighborhood store. And it’s funny 

because I wish it was still a store.  I wish I could walk right there and get something. It’s kind of like 

how did we get so far away from?  Now it’s like, “What? I should be able to get an onion right 

there?” 

I think it’s important to me to do something for other people. That’s just how I decided when 

I came here. I did not want to come back to the United States, and I knew that I could only do 

something if it was for somebody else. That was my whole basis for coming back. I was going to live 

for something bigger than this small thing, my space. So I like having that opportunity to make 

something better, especially with regards to food.  There is such a movement right now and people 

are excited.  But I think with anything, when people just jump in and there’s not time to stop and 

listen and see where people are, what they’ve done, and what has happened, can be problematic. I 

think that’s the biggest piece for me. Like whoa, you know? So people can see what else other 

people have done and not be like, “I’ve got the best idea in the world, we need to do this.” It’s 

happening more often and it’s like, “Hold on, how about you just come and just sit and just listen for 
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a while?” I think the transition is better. I think it opens up networks better as opposed to, “I really 

have the answer for you, listen to what I have to say” kind of thing.   

I think it’s hard to feel like it’s a success when you feel like you’re in the middle of something. 

We were supposed to be funded for five years, and it’s only been two, so that’s hard. Looking back 

its funny because right now we’re doing all these final reports and it’s like, “Wow look what we did! 

Cool!” But it’s hard to go,”Dang, where could we have been? What would it have looked like had we 

been here?” You know, we kept referring to ourselves as ninjas because we work in the communities 

but we walk away.  It’s like we teach you how to do these skills and then we leave, so it’s like, “Wow 

what would that have looked like? What would the inner weaving web of networks look like had we 

had three more years? How much stronger would it have been?” So that’s a bummer. 

This was the only way that the Affordable Care Act could be attacked because the insurance 

piece was so popular.  The only way they did it is they just eliminated all the money for prevention 

issues. There’s no money for prevention for the Affordable Care Act. Every cent was taken away. It 

was wide-eyed by Congress, the big fat 0. This was a politically motivated move. It’s funny to me 

because as a person who likes politics, it’s kind of fascinating. What they did they’ve never done 

before. Normally the government gives the CDC all this money and says, “Make the world a better 

place.”  So the CDC says, “Oh we’re going to do diabetes we’re going to do this, we’re going to do 

that.” So the money for the Affordable Care Act was put in the CDC under the Community 

Transformation Grant Project, and they gave them all this money. So they decided that was how 
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they were going to attack it. So for the first time ever Congress went, “You’re going to spend 5 

billion dollars on diabetes, and you’re going to spend 500 million on cardiovascular, and you’re 

going to spend 0 dollars on the Community Transformation Grant Project.” They line itemed. 

They’ve never done that ever before. It was definitely a political strategy that worked. So what’s 

ironic is the CDC got more money than it got last year in the federal budget, but the prevention 

piece of the Affordable Care Act was eliminated.  

It’s interesting because politically, you can say you voted against the Affordable Care Act if 

you were running. You can say, “Yes, we saved all this money on the Affordable Care Act.” It was a 

way to vote against the Affordable Care Act without taking someone’s insurance away. Because if 

you were my constituent and you needed insurance, and you do like that piece, I still can say, “I 

reduced costs for the Affordable Care Act.” 

There are so many pieces to community food security. If I’m thinking small, I think it’s 

interesting to think about kids fully understanding food and where it comes from. It’s funny, when I 

was in the garden pulling up lettuce neighbors were coming up the street and I told them, “Here 

take some lettuce because we have too much. Give this to your mom.” They looked horrified at me.  

The lettuce from the garden is my favorite. I will eat it with dirt on it.  I don’t care. It’s just awesome. 

And they were just like, “We get our lettuce from the store.” I mean they looked at me like, “Lady 

you’re like in the dirt! What are you doing?’ I think understanding how it happens is interesting. So 

my dad came here as a migrant farmworker.  He is funny; he will tell you how to pick everything and 
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then the best way to pick it. I’m like, “I don’t really care how to pick cauliflower in vast quantities, 

thank you. I don’t need to do it for 12 hours. I’m good thank you.” So my dad hates vegetables, and 

I think it’s hilarious. I think he hates them because he had to pick them. I struggle with that. It’s my 

secret thing.  I never asked him like, “Dad, do you hate vegetables because you had to pick them all 

the time?” I do think it’s important that people know where food comes from, but the caveat is not 

too much. Not in that respect. I think being able to have food that you know how to cook and know 

what it is readily available I think is imperative. Yeah, I think that’s a huge piece that’s hard to 

connect especially as people move. Food doesn’t catch up with the migration patterns, as fast as 

migration patterns happen. Now, can I find cactus in Ingles? I can.  I couldn’t when I moved here 12 

years ago, you know? There’s a bigger Latino population now than there was when I first moved 

here, and that’s a piece. So that kind of thing is important. 

I’m now going to work through a Center for Environmental Farming Systems project at NC 

State on community food strategies. I’ll be looking at linking the food policy councils across the 

state. To network them so that we’re all looking at shared metrics and measures so that we can 

actually make an impact across the state of North Carolina. I’m most excited that I get to keep doing 

the work that I’m doing, and working with people that I already know, and moving forward and not 

letting things slide back just because funding is ending. It’s like I get to keep staying connected, so 

I’m most excited about that. 


