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Introduction
The City of Birmingham, Alabama, was one of 16 cities selected to receive  
a Smarter Cities Challenge® grant from IBM in 2014 as part of the company’s 
citizenship efforts to build a Smarter Planet®. During three weeks in July 2014,  
a team of five IBM experts worked to deliver recommendations on a key  
challenge identified by Mayor William A. Bell, Sr. and his senior leadership team:  
food insecurity. Much of the City of Birmingham suffers from limited access  
to supermarkets, grocery stores and affordable healthy food options. In other 
words, they live in “food deserts.” The lack of high-quality food choices leads  
to major health problems for people in every age group and particularly for  
youth and the elderly in Birmingham’s most impoverished neighborhoods. 

The challenge
Today in the U.S. the primary cause of food insecurity is economic. While the 
negative effects of economic disparity manifest themselves in many ways, the  
one fact our government and citizens agree on is that there is no excuse for anyone  
to experience food insecurity in this prosperous nation. The IBM Smarter Cities 
Challenge team looked into many of the factors that contribute to food insecurity  
in Birmingham and developed a four-point framework to address this issue.  
The four points are access, cost, education and communication. This document 
addresses potential solutions for the short term, medium term and long term  
to help eradicate food insecurity and food deserts in Birmingham.

During a three-week period in July 2014, a team of IBM executives and experts 
worked with the City of Birmingham to develop these recommendations, which  
are focused on improving economic development and reducing food insecurity  
in the city. The IBM team conducted more than 70 interviews with a wide variety  
of stakeholders, including representatives from City government, the federal 
government, community organizations, nonprofit organizations, financial institutions, 
local businesses, the academic community and the faith-based community, as well 
as entrepreneurs, health professionals and concerned citizens.

Findings and recommendations
The City of Birmingham has an illustrious history. Founded as an industrial city in  
the age of coal and steel, Birmingham is a proud city, one that has experienced both 
glory and tragedy, tumultuous social challenges and inequities, and poverty and 
unemployment. Food insecurity is a problem of immense magnitude in Birmingham. 
It is a challenge that will require the entire community’s involvement to solve. To eradicate 
food insecurity, the City must build a strong foundation that sets the stage for deliberate, 
focused, action-oriented solutions that fuse a number of critical factors:
•	 Community-wide response to the call for action
•	 Zeroing in on the root causes and effects of food insecurity
•	 Commitment to achieving the benefits of eradication
•	 Consolidated efforts across stakeholders to improve effectiveness
•	 Proven program management and subject matter expertise

Highlights: 

•	 Birmingham	faces	serious	economic	
challenges	caused	by	the	loss	of	key	
sustaining	industries	during	the	last		
several	decades.	

•	 The	loss	of	key	industries	has	affected	
neighborhoods	across	the	city,	causing	the	
closure	of	full-service	grocery	stores	and	
markets	and	reducing	access	to	healthy,	
nutritious	food.

•	 Less	access	to	healthy	food	is	affecting	
citizen	health,	as	demonstrated	by	an	
increased	incidence	of	diabetes,	obesity,	
asthma	and	heart	disease.

•	 The	top	three	food	deserts	in	the	city	also	
have	the	lowest	life	expectancy;	in	some	
cases	up	to	20	years	less	than	areas	of		
the	city	not	affected	by	food	insecurity.

•	 Negative	health	outcomes	strain	both	
families	and	health	services.

•	 Although	multiple	stakeholder	groups	
recognize	the	problem	of	food	insecurity,	
there	is	a	lack	of	communication	and	
coordination	among	these	groups	and	no	
systematic	approach	to	measuring	progress.

•	 Eradicating	food	insecurity	requires		
a	coordinated	solution	set	capable		
of	delivering	results	in	the	short	term	
(immediate	access	to	food),	medium		
term	(education	and	data-driven	
decision-making	framework)	and	long		
term	(sustained	economic	development).
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The IBM team recommends the establishment of a consolidated 
Birmingham Economic Action Authority that is chartered to improve 
economic vitality in the City of Birmingham. Its goal will be to attract 
private capital and business enterprises that can have a direct impact  
on food insecurity and help create a healthier city, as well as centralize 
and galvanize the community. The Birmingham Economic Action 
Authority should improve awareness of the vision, goals and roadmap  
for the city’s economic development as well as the vision outlined in  
the City’s 2014 comprehensive plan. Sustainable economic development 
should address food insecurity and the related issues of job creation and 
housing. The Birmingham Economic Action Authority will be empowered 
with a bold, decisive action plan that has clear expectations for results 
and embraces a data-driven decision-making methodology.

Whether the City succeeds in eradicating food insecurity depends  
on three underlying factors: managing change through committed 
leadership, remaining focused on a single vision and engaging the 
community in significant ways with respect to both decision making  
and implementation. The recommendations in this report, together  
with effective foundational leadership and change management 
competencies, represent an actionable roadmap the City of  
Birmingham can follow to successfully eradicate food insecurity.

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com or visit 
smartercitieschallenge.org

The IBM team recommends seven interrelated initiatives that together 
seek to overcome the complex underlying causes of food insecurity. 
Several short-term initiatives should result in immediate mitigation of 
insufficient access to healthy food. Implementation of a mobile food 
market program, development of a portal on the City website to inform 
citizens of available healthy food and development of foundational 
metrics that inform stakeholders of resources and results should  
all help illuminate the opportunities and benefits of taking action. 
Incorporating a Community Food Insecurity Task Force will unite, 
integrate and coordinate current and future activities geared toward  
the eradication of food insecurity. 

To build on the momentum of initial results, the IBM team proposes 
several broader solutions. Some should be initiated immediately  
so that the benefits, which may take longer to emerge, will occur  
as quickly as possible. The establishment of a data-driven decision-
making capability — through a partnership between the City and 
University of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB) stakeholders and  
informed by a coalition of citizens and community leadership —  
is imperative. A data mart and analytics framework will provide  
City leaders with dashboards to help evaluate the effectiveness of  
food access initiatives and identify problems, such as abandoned 
housing, before they become critical. These tools will ultimately  
provide a means to use hard data to inform decisions about  
economic development, public safety, health and more.

The development of a comprehensive nutrition education effort  
for youth and families can build on existing community efforts and 
infrastructure as well as incorporate additional venues for sharing 
information, such as mobile food markets and web-based platforms. 
Structured expansion of healthy food education programs across the 
school system (similar to current pilots) will educate the crucial K-12 
population of the city. The benefits of education should start accruing 
immediately as communities become more aware of the value of  
healthy food distributed through mobile food markets and start  
taking advantage of new information platforms. 

In the longer term, education should help empower families to insist  
on better-quality food and better access to it, creating demand for 
mobile food markets and improved public transit. Our recommendation  
for improving transit routes should enable underserved communities  
to benefit from more convenient and efficient access to healthy food 
venues. Extension of the City’s web-based outreach and communication 
platform would add mobile, text and voice channels for citizens to share 
concerns and questions and to receive updates about new healthy  
food choices and programs. Enhancing data-driven decision making 
across the city will combine with electronic outreach to expand 
community awareness of food insecurity and involvement with efforts  
to eradicate it. The Community Food Insecurity Task Force will help 
create entrepreneurial opportunities to extend healthy food options  
and build awareness.

Conclusion
The recommendations in this report include short-, medium- and 
long-term suggestions to resolve the many factors that contribute  
to food insecurity. Although the IBM team aligned and consolidated 
these recommendations, the citizens of Birmingham provided the 
imagination, creativity and commitment to begin solving the problem 
of food insecurity and economic disparity.

The Smarter Cities Challenge team would like to thank Mayor  
William A. Bell, Sr., his administration, the Birmingham City Council, 
the University of Alabama at Birmingham and all of the public and 
private stakeholders with whom we spoke for providing the insight 
and perspective necessary to create this report.
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