
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why Downtown Little Rock Needs a Health Foods Grocery Store 
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Needs Assessment 
 

The heart of Little Rock is its downtown and there is currently no grocery store north of 

I-630, in the center of the city. Per the U.S. Census Bureau, demographics for the city of Little 

Rock show that the total population is 193,524 (Galiano, 2017). In 2010, there was a population 

of 193,524 in Little Rock, Arkansas (Galiano, 2017). Approximately 47.7% of these individuals 

in Little Rock were male and approximately 52.3% of these individuals were female (Galiano, 

2017). In addition, 42.3% (81,860) were African-American; 48.9% (97,633) were Caucasian; 

6.8% (13,159) were Hispanic (Galiano, 2017). 

Due to crime and gang violence in the 1980’s, the downtown Little Rock area served one 

purpose only and that was a space for people to commute to for work. The retail stores had 

closed, shopping was sparse, and at 5:00 PM the city was left lifeless. According to Ferrando 

(2016), “Downtown is not just a place to work and play, but it’s become a desirable place to 

live.” The most current Metroplan trends report shows that the downtown Little Rock population 

has increased 54 percent over the last 15 years (Ferrando, 2016). In 2000, downtown Little 

Rock's population was more than 800 people, and today it’s more than 1,300 (Ferrando, 2016). 



Over the past 15 years, developers have started to build residential units again, and to much 

surprise, they are leasing out.  

Now that many residential units have been developed and leased out, there is one thing 

missing: a health foods grocery store in the center of the city, north of I-630. Health food is 

defined as any natural food popularly believed to promote or sustain good health, as by 

containing vital nutrients, being grown without the use of pesticides, or having a low sodium or 

fat content. 

Smith (2006) states, “In practically every downtown intercept survey our firm has 

conducted in the past two years, a grocery store was one of the top five new businesses people 

said they most wanted to see downtown (in most cases, it was one of the top three).” South of I-

630, in the downtown area, the only grocery store is a discount store and can often not be 

depended on for fresh produce. Lisa Dabbs (personal communication, September 27, 2017), a 

downtown Little Rock resident, and weekly grocery store shopper at Edward’s discount grocery 

store, says “Although I appreciate some of Edward’s discounted prices and bargains, it is very 

difficult if not impossible to find quality, low-fat, organic, health food. There is not any grass-

fed, no-antibiotics, no hormones, free range products to be found.” I then asked Ms. Dabbs 

(personal communication, September 27, 2017) if she has to leave her community to get health 

food. Her reply was, “Yes, I have to drive twenty minutes to Whole Foods in West Little Rock.”  

 Residents in the downtown area should have access to nutritious food. Without access to 

nutritious food, there can be a large increase in health problems. If residents have poor access to 

healthy and affordable food, there can be an increase in obesity and diabetes. When you live in 

an urban city, it can be even harder to be healthy due to the large increase in fast food 

restaurants. In downtown Little Rock, Broadway Street might as well be called fast-food central. 



There are rows of fast food restaurants. The fast food restaurants are even more appealing 

because they are on the main street (Broadway) that commuters use to exit on the interstate to 

return home. If you are tired that night, sometimes the easiness of fast food outweighs the 

benefits of eating healthy. There is evidence that “Over the past 20 years — with more than 300 

studies completed — most researchers have found that people who live in neighborhoods with 

better access to healthy food also have better nutrition and better health. Without access to 

healthy food, a nutritious diet is out of reach” (Hinklebrown, Lehmann, & Bell, 2014). 

 

In 2013, a Whole foods health grocery store was opened in downtown Detroit. The 

increase in home appraisals were effected in a very positive way. The median home sales in the 

particular district increased from $19,000 in 2009 to $80,000 in 2015. (Thorsby, 2016) Thorsby 

(2016) states, “Once a grocery store or popular meeting place establishes its roots in an area, its 

presence becomes a strength of the neighborhood, explains Ronald McInerney, owner of Domus 

Appraisals, a real estate appraisal company that operates out of Yonkers, New York, and 

Warwick, Rhode Island.” Scott Greer (personal communication, September 27, 2017) a 

downtown resident of New Orleans, described how a new health foods grocery store opened in 

downtown New Orleans and it popularized the area and became a sort of community gathering 

place for the locals. 

 Some issues that can lead to difficulty in obtaining a downtown grocery store are: land 

prices, land assembly, siting, market, and zoning (Smith, 2006). Land prices tend to be more 

expensive in a downtown area and this can lead to investors not wanting to spend the extra 

money when they can place a store in a nearby suburban for a cheaper price (Smith, 2006). Land 



assembly can be a major issue (Smith, 2006). The health foods grocery store in the suburbs are 

thousands of square feet. They do not have to worry about building demolition or having to buy 

extra buildings just to make space for the store (Smith, 2006). Siting, or parking, must also be 

considered in a downtown health foods store (Smith, 2006). Suburban health food stores come 

with plenty of land to have parking right in front of the store (Smith, 2006). With a downtown 

health food store, parking can be limited (Smith, 2006). You typically have to park on the street 

and in some cases the store has parking in the back of the building, but it is rare for a downtown 

health foods store to be able to provide nearly as much parking as a suburban store (Smith, 

2006). Zoning can be an issue with a downtown health food stores (Smith, 2006). Since the store 

would be in close proximity to residential units, there may be noise and foul-smelling trash 

concerns (Smith, 2006). Unfortunately, the downtown market can be very difficult to attract a 

national grocery store chain (Smith, 2006). However, there have been cases where determined 

downtown residents have gone door-to-door and conducted surveys to support the need of a 

downtown health foods store. An example of this is a community in Washington D.C. “went 

door-to-door, asking neighborhood residents where they shop for groceries, how much they 

would spend in a neighborhood grocery store if one were available, what their level of 

commitment would be to supporting a neighborhood grocery store, and their demographic 

characteristics” (Smith, 2006). After obtaining all of this information from the community, it 

convinced a Whole Foods market to open in their downtown neighborhood.  

To conclude, while it may be difficult to attract a health foods grocery store to your 

downtown community, there are instances where they are opening across the country. If the 

residents and downtown community work hard to gather statistics for the national chain health 



grocery store, they may convince the chain to open a downtown location and while it may be 

hard work, the residents and their families will experience health benefits for years to come.  

 


