
What is the Healthy Food Financing Initiative?

El Paso County’s Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) is a public-private partnership that
offers grants and loans to businesses and non-profit organizations to support and accelerate
the construction, establishment, rehabilitation, and/or expansion of food retail and food retail
infrastructure that will increase healthy food options for currently underserved residents in El
Paso County.

When did HFFI start, and who manages the program?

El Paso County passed an HFFI policy in late 2018, and the first HFFI projects under the program
were funded in February 2020. The program is managed by El Paso County’s Economic
Development Department and the Center for Community Health Impact at The University of
Texas Health Science Center at Houston (UTHealth Houston) School of Public Health in El Paso. 

Who is eligible to apply?

Applicants may be for-profit businesses or non-profit organizations, and primary business
activities must take place within El Paso County. Applicants may be one of the following:
regional grocery chain, national grocery chain, singular grocery retail outlet, food hub, farmer’s
market, or mobile market. Other food retail models offering healthy and affordable food will
also be considered. Real estate projects that will lease space to a grocery store or other food
retail outlet that will sell healthy and affordable food may also apply.  

When are applications due?  

Applications will be accepted from March 1st  to April 30th. Prospective applicants  are strongly
encouraged you to get started on their applications as soon as possible and seek assistance
with business planning and budgeting.

 

 
 

Healthy Food Financing Initiative
Frequently Asked Questions



Open a new retail outlet or expand an existing small or disadvantaged food enterprise primarily
selling healthy and affordable food items; or,
Improve an existing small or disadvantaged food enterprise’s ability to stock and sell a variety of
healthy and affordable food that had previously been limited; or, 
Develop a real estate project that will lease space to a grocery store tenant that meets the criteria
under sections a) or b) above.
Each project is unique. One store owner may propose a project to purchase refrigeration for use in
the sale of fresh produce. Another may propose opening a new location.  

Can restaurants apply?

No. Ineligible entities include large department stores of which groceries are only one department,
restaurants, cafes, bakeries, pharmacies with grocery sections, businesses with alcohol or tobacco sales
as the primary source of revenue, and public entities. 

Can my food pantry apply? 

No, not unless you sell food. HFFI offers grants and loans to businesses and non-profit organizations to
support and accelerate the construction, establishment, rehabilitation, and/or expansion of food retail
and food retail infrastructure. A food retailer is a place of business where consumers can purchase food
and take it with them to be consumed off-premise. Examples include (but are not limited to) regional
grocery chains, national grocery chains, singular grocery retail outlets, food hubs, farmer’s markets,
mobile markets, and other food retail models offering healthy and affordable food.

What kinds of projects are eligible?

The HFFI program aims to expand access to healthy and affordable food in areas of El Paso County that
have low access to grocery stores and other food retail. Eligible projects include the construction,
establishment, rehabilitation, or expansion of food retail and food retail infrastructure that will increase
healthy and affordable food options for currently underserved residents in El Paso County.

To be eligible, an applicant must demonstrate a plan to: 
1.

2.

3.

4.

 
 



  
What sorts of project activities are eligible?

                               Pre-Development                                      Staff Training
                               Site Assembly                                             Security
                               Improvement                                              Inventory
                               Construction & Rehabilitation              Working Capital
                               Equipment                                                   Marketing
                               Staffing                                                         Nutrition Education

How much funding is available?

For 2023, a total of $1,000,000 is available for HFFI projects in El Paso County. El Paso County
has dedicated $500,000 in grants for HFFI projects. An additional $500,000 is available in
low-interest loans through PeopleFund, a community development financing institution that
has partnered on the program. HFFI funds large and small projects. The max grant to be
awarded for one project is $150,000. In rare circumstances, a larger grant may be considered.

 
 



What is the process to apply for HFFI funding?

Applying for HFFI funding is a two-step process. First, to be considered,  the applicant must
complete the application with a detailed proposal outlining the project, budget, expected
increase to health and affordable food, etc. The proposed project must be consistent with the
goals and objectives of the program, and it will be assessed for potential impact on health and
affordable food retail in El Paso County. If the proposal requires additional clarification, the
applicant may receive follow-up questions. If the proposed project meets the guidelines, is
expected to have positive impact, and is under consideration for funding, the applicant will be
required to undergo financial review. 

Applications will be evaluated at the close of the application period. To find out if you
are eligible for El Paso County’s Healthy Food Financing Initiative, first review the program
guidelines and application at EXHIBIT B HFFI Program Guidelines.pdf (epcounty.com).
Complete the application,  and submit your form with attachments by email or mail to:

 El Paso County Economic Development Department
 Attention: Jose M. Landeros

Interim Director of Economic Development
(915)546-2215 

economicdevelopment@epcounty.com

Program partners will review the application, schedule a phone call or in-person meeting with
the applicant, and conduct additional research to determine whether the project will be
recommended program’s eligibility. If the project meets the program’s eligibility criteria and
aligns with program goals, applicants will be notified that their application is advancing to
financial review.  

If you have any questions about the application process or need an application sent to you via
mail, please call (915)546-2215 or email economicdevelopment@epcounty.com.
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Can I use HFFI funding to cover my businesses’ debt?

HFFI funds may not be used to refinance existing debt, pay tax arrearages or government fines,
engage in political or religious activities, buy out any stockholder or equity holder in the
borrower’s business, or to purchase instruments or investments for the sole purpose of a
return on investment.

Can I apply for an HFFI grant and a loan? 

Yes. Grants will generally not exceed $150,000, and 30-50% of the proposed project’s total
cost should include financing or other owner’s equity. You are encouraged to apply for an HFFI
grant and a PeopleFund low interest financing loan package. 

What happens if my application is accepted for HFFI funding?

Once the El Paso Commissioners Court acts on the grant recipient recommendations, if
approved, funds are disbursed. Grant awardees report progress quarterly to the Economic
Development Department, which are shared with the UTHealth School of Public Health. 

What does it mean to have “Owner’s Equity”? 

Owner’s equity refers to what you already have. For example, cash on hand, real estate,
inventory or equipment, existing financing, etc. Essentially, this is making sure that you are
able to bring something to the table and show that you are investing yourself in your business,
as well as seeking outside funding.  

I am a sole proprietor. Can I apply for funding? 

Yes. You will be required to go through all of the financial review process that is required of
any other business. 

 
 



Can an existing store or project apply for HFFI funding?

HFFI offers a one-time infusion of capital; it is not an ongoing source for project funding. If you
have an existing food retail business that has not received HFFI funding, you are eligible to
apply. 

Can I apply for funding every year? 

Not for the same project. A new, independent project may be proposed in future years, but it
cannot include any of the previously funded activities. Grants and loans are not available for
ongoing operating costs. Funds are intended to support projects that will increase the
availability and affordability of healthy foods in retail locations. For example, if you are funded
this year and in two years are seeking funding for a new location or expansion, you may submit
an application.

I need help developing my project plan and financial projections. Are there resources
available to help me? How do I create a budget? 

For assistance with creating a budget or putting together your proposal, you are encouraged
to reach out to the South-West Texas Border Small Business Development Center (SBDC). The
SBDC offers one-on-one business advising, technical assistance, training programs, advocacy,
and research services. SBDC advisors have extensive experience and training, as many are
owners themselves and understand what it takes to build a successful business. The El Paso
Small Business Development Center provides no-cost, confidential, one-on-one business
advising: https://elpasosbdc.net 

Budgets can be very simple. You can use a budget template that details how the funds will be
used. For example: equipment costs, staffing costs, marketing, etc. Each item in the budget
should include the estimated cost for that item based on your research or quote from a
vendor.  
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Be clear and specific in your application.
Answer every part of every question.
Explain how the project will increase healthy and affordable food.
Describe your customers by location, income, demographics.
Describe your current and future products.
Consider everything needed for the project and the different sources of funding available
to you (grants, loans, other investments) .
If some elements of your plan are not yet finalized, include the current status of your plan
and as many details about your project as possible. 
Don't be late! Start on your application early so that you have enough time to prepare all 
 that is needed in your application packet. Reach out to the SBDC early if you need
assistance with your plan.

When does financial review take place? 

Within 60 days of the application deadline, applicants will be told whether they are moving
forward to financial review. El Paso County will receive recommendations regarding which
proposed projects have the most merit. The County will then initiate the financial review
phase of the application process with the support and guidance of People Fund, a community
development financial institution (“CDFI”). The CDFI will verify each proposed project’s
financial eligibility and viability and assist with recommending which Proposed Projects should
be presented to Commissioners Court for approval. Following financial review, projects will be
presented to Commissioners Court, who will vote on funding  each project. If approved, you
will receive notification that your project has been approved for funding.

Can you offer me any tips for my application? 

Yes. Below is a list of tips to keep in mind when working on your application: 

 
 


