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Tremendous Opportunity - about half* of the top 10 causes of 
death in CO in 2022 are influenced or impacted by diet:
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1. Cardiovascular disease*

2. Cancer*

3. Accidents

4. Chronic lower respiratory diseases*

5. COVID-19

6. Alzheimer’s Disease

7. Suicide

8. Chronic liver disease and cirrhosis*

9. Diabetes mellitus*

10.Kidney diseases*

Photo by nrd on Unsplash

Data reported by CDPHE Colorado Statewide Report, 2022  

https://unsplash.com/@nicotitto?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/bunch-of-vegetables-D6Tu_L3chLE?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gTiYjXkWHb71b4qOgLtqGI0_dot5jIWs/view


First driver of chronic diseases/conditions: 
An unhealthy diet is the leading cause of death in the US

7From Alameda County Recipe4Health. Presented 10/31/2023 by Steven Chen, MD, CMO

https://recipe4health.acgov.org/


Oct. 2014, Dr. S.: "Two choices, Kim. You do things your 
way (food as medicine) or my way (meds)”

8

Photo by Maksim Shutov on Unsplash Photo by Qasim Malick on Unsplash

Oct. 2015,  Dr. S.: "I don't know what you're doing, but keep doing it.”

https://unsplash.com/@maksimshutov?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/pUa1On18Jno?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/@qasimmalick?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/i597Mg_WSPw?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Consider how difficult the personal health journey is for each 
of us. Now, consider how much privilege we have. Challenge 

ourselves to mitigate health disparities to drive 
Food As Medicine for all Coloradans
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$11 grocery budget example

spoonuniversity.com/lifestyle/i-spent- 
only-11-on-groceries-for-8-days-eating-
below-the-poverty-line

40% of Coloradans say they’re “just getting by financially”

1 in 3 worried they may not always be able to afford food

Latino, Native American, and those with incomes under 
$50,000 especially concerned about food insecurity

1 in 10 skipped meals because they couldn’t afford food

45% of Medicaid clients report having skipped a meal

2023 Pulse Poll, The Colorado Health Foundation: www.copulsepoll.org



Struggle to access and afford healthy foods
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● Food insecurity contributes to 

poor diets and increased 

health risks 

● Green reflects low-income, 

low-access to food stores, a 

higher %-age of 

Medicaid/CHP+ enrollment

● Low-income, rural 

communities, marginalized 

groups are most impacted

USDA 2019 Economic Research Service www.ers.usda.gov

a significant # of residents are >1 mi (urban) or 10 mi (rural) from the nearest food store 

http://www.ers.usda.gov/


It’s not just what ISN’T there (food insecurity/deserts). 
It’s what IS there. 
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● Liquor Stores

● Fast Food Chains

● Mini-Marts in gas stations

● Relentless advertising

● Addictive ingredients

Obesity increases the risk of disease development 
such as heart disease, stroke and type 2 diabetes.
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WE can 
decide how to 
approach or 
tackle this, 

what to 
prioritize and 

focus on.  

Here’s one 
example. 
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Here’s a 2nd 
example that 
includes state 

programs. 

Mozaffarian, D., Blanck, H.M., Garfield, K.M. et al. A Food is Medicine approach to achieve nutrition security and improve health. Nat Med 28, 2238-2240 (2022.)



Another Option: Stakeholder Strengths/Focus by Tier 

Tier 1: Increasing basic access to food 

● Food Banks access points; unused restaurant/grocery store food going to foodbanks
● Public programs like SNAP, WIC, Colorado Ag provide access to local food
● Community programs like Meals on Wheels, Veterans meal programs, Project Angel Heart

Tier 2: Education - Food as it propels good/poor health education

● Employer/payer education campaigns; carrier/payer educational campaigns
● Healthy cooking, grocery shopping, reading label lessons
● Nutritious food and education for at-risk populations for developing chronic disease
● Health Assessments - determine risk as well as readiness to change (enables resource focus)
● CDPHE Education; SNAP Cooking Matters; School curriculum; hospital community benefit 

Tier 3: Driving behavior through policies, tools, payments/incentives
● Value based payments rewarding providers for outcomes and member incentives to engage
● Drawing down fed dollars thru Medicaid to fund goals; covering food as medicine
● Prescriber Tool Phase II, including Social Health Information Exchange
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Also need to think 
about WHO we want 

to focus on
 

● ALL Coloradans
● Older adults, 65+ years
● Children
● People with chronic conditions
● Low-income/Medicaid
● People experiencing homelessness
● Rural and Frontier
● People with disabilities
● Whatever we do, it needs to be 

culturally responsive 
○ Latino/Hispanic
○ African American/Black
○ Native American/American Indian
○ New American cultures, etc.
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Photo by Brooke Lark on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@brookelark?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/boy-in-gray-long-sleeve-shirt-drinking-from-bottle-UX87Pz74ukY?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


Leverage what has already 
been built in Colorado

(Need to fully inventory)
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Leverage what we have: Collective value of food bank 
visits nationwide may be as high as $28B annually

based on a study at The Food Bank for Larimer County where each family served valued their 
visits at $600-1,000/year
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● 5 food banks work with Feeding 
Colorado to serve statewide

● Plus partner programs at soup 
kitchens, food pantries, shelters, 
daycares, older adult and youth 
programs, and other organizations

● 123M pounds of food distributed 
statewide in 2022

● Thank you to all of our food bank 
partners!

More info at: feedingcolorado.org 

https://feedingcolorado.org/


Passionate Community Engagement: ACCESS 
Community Health Centers making fresh foods 

accessible to Medicaid members

Peak Vista Community Centers - Southern Colorado

● Distributed a semi-load of fresh produce and food bags 
to families during back-to-school physicals

● In Aug, recovered ~23k lbs of fresh, perishable food 
and distributed to 1,900 community members

Clinica Family Health - Boulder/Broomfield region

● In Aug, distributed food to >300 families, incl. ~12k lbs 
of fresh food and produce
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Passionate Community Engagement: ACCESS 

Pueblo Food Project

● Pueblo Food Project offers 4 community gardens, 
5 edible landscapes around Pueblo

● One of those is the Ray Aguilera Community 
Garden Located at the St. Mary Corwin Hospital 
and open to the community

● Residents can work in the garden and take food

● 20 garden beds provide fresh produce

“We hope to provide nearby residents with access to 
healthier food for them and their families” 

Mike Cafasso, St. Mary-Corwin CEO
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Highlighting Schools: Healthy food for all students

Denver Public Schools

● 61 schools participate in the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable 
Program where students are served a fresh fruit or 
vegetable snack 3 days/week

● 2 schools have Urban Farms: 2021-22 harvested >8,000 lbs 
of produce and served tomatoes, cucumbers and zucchini 
grown on the farms to schools across DPS

Boulder Valley School District

● 34 school gardens, 1 greenhouse in partnership Garden to 
Table, Growing Gardens and Big Green 

● Students show more willingness to try new foods, esp. fruits 
and vegetables
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DPS Fresh Fruits and 
Vegetable Program



● Know Your Numbers health screenings and risk assessments to measure member 
“readiness to change” (all individuals - allows stratification)

● Wellness education to emphasize relationship between food choices and health 

● Diabetes/cardiovascular disease management programs, including healthy eating 
(chronic disease, higher risk populations)

● Lifestyle management/coaching programs on healthy eating - personally tailored 
to each participant (at-risk populations)

● Impressive digital tools, workbooks, cultural competencies, member incentives - 
to drive engagement and results

● ACO value based payments create financial alignment between payers, patients 
and providers - rewards to improve health 
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Programs commonly through commercial carriers
NOTE: Medicaid has an opportunity



Leveraging State Programs
Leveraging Medicaid Federal 

Funding Opportunity

Today, In Process, Tomorrow
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Opportunity: Leverage and Enhance State Programs

● Drive awareness and better leverage state programs 

○ State agencies working on 15+ programs to expand 

accessible, affordable healthy eating

■ SNAP participation may lower health care costs, increase 

use of primary care and preventative services. USDA 

ranked CO 8th most improved state at ensuring SNAP 

benefits reach most vulnerable

● New Opportunity: USDA awarded national contracts to 

provide earned income verification services for SNAP

○ Eliminates need to get pay stubs for many applicants

○ May also increase ex parte approvals for Medicaid
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State programs:

● Community Local Food 

Access Program (CDA) 

● Healthy School Meals for 

All (CDE)

● Everyday Eats (CDHS)

● SNAP (CDHS)

● Colorado Healthy 

Hospital Contract 

(CDPHE)

● WIC (CDPHE)

● Eat Well at CSU (CDHE)

● Home Delivered Meals 

Program (HCPF)



Medicaid - Vehicle to Address Emerging Nat’l Problems, 
Making It Ripe for Innovation

● Jan 2023: 93M in Medicaid & CHIP (>25% of pop): 86M Medicaid, 7M CHP

● Behavioral health investments $1.23B, up >$600M since FY 2018-19
○ Supportive housing, wraparound services, crisis response, justice diversion

● Interoperability across other human services programs, to increase 
enrollment in other services 

● Expanding coverage and supports vulnerable populations
○ Cover All Coloradans

● Social determinants of health:  Health-related social needs, social supports, 

value based payments – AND FOOD AS MEDICINE
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Leveraging Medicaid in Schools

Colorado Medicaid Direct Certification Demonstration Project 

● Launched July 1, 2023. HB22-1202 and HB22-1414 both required Colorado Dept. of 

Education (CDE) to apply for participation in USDA’s Medicaid direct certification 

demonstration project. Healthy School Meals for All (HB22-1414) was approved by CO 

voters with a state income tax to help fund the program

● Collaboration between CDE and HCPF: updated state systems enabled direct certification 

with Medicaid data eff. July 2023.  Matched ~300k students with Medicaid in our 1st run!

● Allows school districts to use Medicaid data, in addition to other assistance program data, 

to auto approve children who qualify to receive free or reduced-price school meals, 

without an application. Est. 9,000 additional kids will be enrolled

● CO already certifies households in SNAP, TANF, and the Migrant Education Program
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DPS Afterschool Snack Program

https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb22-1202
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb22-1414


Phase I: OpiSafe 
(Jan 2021)

● Helps prescribers 
prevent 
misuse/abuse of 
opioids, benzos, 
controlled 
substances

● 5,250+ allocated 
licenses
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Colorado Prescriber Tool – 90/10 Fed Match to Build 
(Medicaid and Commercial)

Phase I: Affordability
(June 2021)

● Shares real-time Rx 
benefit info,  
affordability 
hierarchy 
empowering 
prescribers to be part 
of solution

● 100% shared savings

● Better patient and 
provider service 
experience

Phase II: Patient Health Supports for 
Providers and Care/Case Managers 

“Programs, Not Just Pills” - In Process

● State programs like WIC (CDPHE), SNAP & TANF 
(CDHS), Housing Vouchers (DOLA)

● Medicaid & Commercial payer programs like: 
prenatal support, diabetes management, case 
management

● Social Determinants of Health supports, like 
food banks, housing vouchers (S-HIE)

● Awarded bid; Initial build begins fall/winter 
2023 

CO.gov/HCPF/prescriber-tool-project 

https://hcpf.colorado.gov/prescriber-tool-project


● Prescribed by healthcare providers to 
patients with or at risk for diet-related 
chronic diseases and/or food insecurity 
to increase access to produce

● Can be implemented as fruit and 
vegetable boxes, vouchers, etc.

● Research shows improved food 
insecurity, increased fruit and 
vegetable intake, and improved 
markers of disease risk (HgA1C, blood 
pressure, BMI, etc.)
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Produce prescriptions

From Alameda County Recipe4Health. Presented 10/31/2023 by Steven Chen, MD, CMO

https://recipe4health.acgov.org/


Home Delivered Meals Expansion - in process

● Nutritious meals delivered to homebound clients who are unable to 

prepare their own meals and have limited or no outside assistance

● Expands eligibility to adult HCBS waiver members for 30 days post-

hospital discharge eff April 1, 2023 (R-9 FY22-23)

● Anticipates the reduction of hospital readmissions and improvement 

in the overall health and welfare of members

Accountable Care Collaborative Phase III (Eff July 2025)

● Enhanced care coordination and case management

● Member incentives to engage - how can we leverage incentives?

● Reward engagement in prenatal/diabetes programs, what else? 
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Leveraging Medicaid in Colorado Communities

Images from: cdhs.colorado.gov/snap



● Opportunity: Align with Federal policy initiatives and research goals
○ National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition & Health

■ 2023 FIM initiative: develop and implement fed strategy to unify and advance 
collective action in FIM space

■ Indian Health Service (IHS) Produce Prescription Pilot Program 2023: awarded $2.5M 
to address food insecurity, 5 tribes and tribal orgs received $500k ea for produce 
prescription programs

● Section 1115 Waivers can be used to address food and nutrition access, including:
○ Medically-tailored meals
○ Fruit and vegetables prescriptions and/or protein boxes
○ Nutrition counseling and education
○ Meals or pantry stocking

● CO: conducting study using Medicaid dollars to support SDoH, incl food security, 
housing

29

Leveraging Federal Opportunities

https://health.gov/our-work/nutrition-physical-activity/food-medicine
https://www.ihs.gov/nutrition/produce-prescription-programs/


Consider Next Steps
Committee of leadership who can help:

● Determine strategic approach

● Determine who the focus is on

● Create reasonable goals

● Rally participation of key partners and encourage 

collaborative partnerships

● Monitor progress

● Continually assemble Colorado leadership
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Partner together to achieve shared goals
This summit builds upon your existing programs and efforts 
as well as state and community programs, while leveraging 
our shared vision, passion, and strengths going forward to 

achieve shared goals. 

Thank you for your continued collaborative partnership!

31



Food is Medicine in Practice

Owen Ryan

President and CEO,

Project Angel Heart

Erin Pulling

President and CEO,

Food Bank of the Rockies
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Regional Accountable Entity (RAE) Regions in AAC Phase Two
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The Role of Food is Medicine 

in Improving Health Care

Sara Schmitt

President and CEO, Colorado Health Institute

Bob Belknap

Executive Director, Public Health Institute at Denver Health

Jim Garcia

CEO/Founder, Tepeyac Community Health Center

Dr. Wendolyn S. Gozansky, MD, MPH

Vice President and Chief Quality Officer, Kaiser Permanente

Annie Lee

President and CEO, Colorado Access

Krista Newton

Director, Care Coordination, Physician Health Partners

FACILITATOR:

PANELISTS:



Lunch Address

Michelle Barnes

Interim Behavioral Health Commissioner and 

Executive Director, Colorado Department of 
Human Services



Expanding Access to Food is Medicine 
for All Coloradans

Owen Ryan

President and CEO, Project Angel Heart

Giselle Díaz Campagna

Executive Director, GrowHaus

Shannon Francis

Executive Director, Spirit of the Sun

Sarah Hoerle

HCBS Unit Supervisor, Colorado Department of Health Care 

Policy & Financing

Patience Kabwasa

Executive Director, Food to Power

Lynnette Namba, MPH

Senior Community Health Specialist, Housing Lead,

Kaiser Permanente

FACILITATOR:

PANELISTS:



SPIRIT OF THE SUN

An Indigenous womxn-led nonprofit 

located on the land of the Tséstho’e, 

hinono’eino’ biito’owu’, Núu-agha-

tʉvʉ-pʉ,̱ and Očhéthi Šakówiŋ, as well 

as 48+ other tribes sacred land, 

working to empower Native 

communities, one youth at a time.



SOTS Mycelium 
Healing Project

                       Spirit of 

the Sun Team                                                                              



Agenda



Introduction
The Mycelium Healing Project (MHP) highlights the Northeast Denver Metropolitan 

area where constituents are primarily made up of marginalized communities facing 

devastating air pollution, as well as water and soil contamination. This project will 

provide education and community engagement to support communities in the 

beginning steps of environmental justice work. Marginalized communities have been 

neglected and abused by major corporations and MHP will empower community 

members to become agents of change. The Mycelium Healing Project educates 

communities about the healing and restorative powers of mycelium via online and in-

person workshops.



Introduction cont.
This project anticipates mitigating harmful 
pollutants in the soil, water, and air through the 
use of mycelium, which is the underground 
network that creates mushrooms above the soil. By 
‘planting the water’ and mycelium, we will grow 
local ecosystems to sequester carbon and 
metabolize pollutants before they leach out into 
the atmosphere and watersheds. 

Additionally, we will ensure the stewardship of 
Indigenous plants and bugs to the affected lands to 
promote food sovereignty and Indigenous 
education.



The Issue
● Major corporations are responsible for 

drastically degrading the health in lower 

income communities in Colorado.

● Suncor specifically is responsible for 

lowering the quality of the air, soil, and 

water in disenfranchised communities 

due to the pollution they emit. Some of 

the harmful pollutants emitted include 

benzene, hydrogen cyanide, and 

hydrogen sulfide.

● Our focus is on the community that is 

around a two-mile radius surrounding 

Suncor, specifically known as Tier 1.



What is Mycelium?

Mycelium are the unseen parts of mushrooms, long threads hidden beneath the 

forest floor that serve as “roots” for mushrooms.

https://www.nationalforests.org/blog/underground-mycorrhizal-network#:~:text=Mycelium%20are%20incredibly%20tiny%20%E2%80%9Cthreads,nitrogen%2C%20carbon%20and%20other%20minerals.






 2023 MHP Leadership

Youth leaders work together 

to co-create with Elders of 

the Commerce City 

community, our first 

community-based Youth and 

Elder-led Mycelium Healing 

Project public training this 

Spring 2023 to build mother 

patches, inoculate in the tier 

1 suncor zone and start the 

mycoremediation/bioremedi

ation process on a larger 

scale!



Summer 

2022 MHP



Summer 

2022 

MHP



Timeline
January - March                April - July                       August - December 

Develop curriculum              Monthly Check-ins            Progress 

Report

Develop Soil Test & Tracking Sheet Soil Testing & Tracking  Soil Testing & Tracking

Spread Biomass/Mother patch  Spread Biomass/mother patch Spread Biomass/mother 

patch

Bi-Weekly Check-ins    Document Changes                    Community 

Training             

Community Training             Progress Update         Collect Data

Control Testing             Collect Data          Present 

Results





Looking Ahead and Upcoming Events!
Spirit of the Sun has created partnerships to move the project forward to expand 
the mycelium inoculation installations through elders and youth! We are holding 
a series of public events and traveling to train other youth on Indigenous 
homelands to build new mother patches and mushroom grow kits!

Our first community Youth and Elder-led Mycelium Healing Project training will be 
held this Spring 2023 to show folks how to build mycelium kits for installation in 
their own backyards. The goal is to hold Suncor oil refinery accountable and 
responsible for our ecological health impacts and to become a mindful ancestor!

Suncor Sundown Film Documentary link: Please share with all! 

https://vimeo.com/649168546

https://vimeo.com/649168546


Policy, Evidence, & Impact: 

Improving the Impact of Food is Medicine

Jeff Bontrager

Director of Research and Evaluation, Colorado Health Institute

Astrid De la Cruz

Nutrition Services Manager, Project Angel Heart

Shepard Nevel

Director of Policy and Research, Office of Governor Jared Polis

Luis Perez, PhD, RD

Advanced Health Services Research Dietitian Fellow,

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

Dr. John Steiner, MD, MPH

Senior Investigator, Institute for Health Research,

Kaiser Permanente

FACILITATOR:

PANELISTS:



Health Care Cost Reductions Related to MTM: CO 

All Payers Claims Database (2018)

• 708 clients, 6 months, 1 meal per day

• Looked at health care costs 6 mos. before, during, & after 

meals stopped



Qualitative: Meals Matter (2022) & Supplemental 

Nutrition Services Evaluation (KP 2023)

 



Programmatic Changes



We’d love your 

feedback on 

today’s event. 

Scan this QR  

code to complete 

our survey.
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