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MEALS FROM THE MARKET 

Best Community Outreach Program 

1. Overview information 
 

a. Introduction and background of main event 
 

Des Moines’ Downtown Farmers’ Market presented by UnityPoint Health — Des Moines connects 

urban and local communities together in a unique way which results in thousands of people coming 

together in Downtown Des Moines, Iowa every Saturday morning from May through October, 

then continuing at the Winter Market in November and December. The Market serves people of all 

ages and all economic and social backgrounds; it is a place to discover cultural and ethnic diversity 

while providing access to art, entertainment, educational opportunities and locally-produced products. 

It supports more than 300 family farms, bakers, artists and crafters from around the state and serves 

as an incubator startup opportunity for businesses. Additionally, The Market nourishes the Greater 

Des Moines community by enhancing the quality of life and making the region a better place to live, 

work and play. 

The Downtown Farmers’ Market began on July 24, 1976 with just 15 vendors, supported mainly by 

volunteer organizers. As The Market grew, management of the event transitioned to Downtown Des 

Moines, Inc. (DBA Downtown Community Alliance), moving it from 8th and Mulberry to a parking lot 

near 4th and Court Avenue. By 1996, The Market had moved into the streets and extended down 

Court Avenue, where it stayed through 2000, in time including several side streets to assist with 

maintaining a safe Market environment. 

Since its inception, The Market has offered a supportive space for patrons to discover the best local 

goods representing 50 counties across the state of Iowa. The Market’s consistent growth has led to 

the development of the Winter Farmers’ Markets in 2006, held in Capital Square and the adjoining 

Cowles Commons outdoor plaza; new programming included bike valet, live music entertainment and 

coupon text alerts and the largest crowds to date in 2016 — an estimated 650,000 in the 2016 

summer season and more than 20,000 in the 2017 winter season. 

The Downtown Farmers’ Market first became a staple in Des Moines’ summer landscape as part of 

the vision plan brought forth in the early 90s. Efforts to rebuild around Court Avenue, nine blocks that 

at one point in history had been the heart of the city, moved forward and The Market sprang to life, 

growing and flourishing with each passing year. The Market helped to reclaim the once diminishing 

Court Avenue, breathing life into a corner of Downtown overlooked as residents left cities for more 

suburban areas at the turn of the century.  

In 2013 and 2014, The Market ranked #2 of the 101 Best Farmers’ Markets in America by The Daily 

Meal. It was also named #2 of the Top 10 Farmers’ Markets in the U.S. by Shape Magazine, “One of 

America’s Best Farmers’ Markets” by Midwest Living Magazine, and “Best in the Midwest” by Country 

Living Magazine. Newsworthy mentions on RachelRay.com and The Huffington Post further 

enhanced The Market’s appeal. 

2016 marked the 41st year for The Market. The annual event focused on creating a marketplace of 

quality over quantity, developing strong relationships with past vendors and cultivating new ones with 

original artists and retailers that will keep up with demand from customers. The Market now supports 



 

  
 
 

more than 300 vendors, including family farms, bakers, artist and crafters 

from across the state, representing 56 of Iowa’s 99 counties. 

The Downtown Farmers’ Market is produced by the Downtown 

Community Alliance, part of the Greater Des Moines Partnership. 

 

b. Description and purpose / objective of Outreach Program 

The Meals From The Market program is one way that Downtown Farmers’ Market vendors and 

patrons have the opportunity to give back to the community by providing fresh food to those in need, 

specifically the low-income sectors of our city and region who receive little to no access on a regular 

basis. Data and direct feedback from homeless shelters in the region, food pantries and human 

service organizations indicates the hungry and homeless in Greater Des Moines have very limited 

access to fresh produce through the existing food donation networks. This program is a collaborative 

effort between Great Western Bank, Des Moines Area Religious Council (DMARC) and the 

Downtown Farmers’ Market. 

Through effective conversation, data assessment and organizational initiative, the Downtown 

Farmers’ Market started an innovative program called Meals From The Market to help tackle the 

issue of hunger in Des Moines in a unique way. Our staff, volunteers and sponsors paired the need 

for all members of our community to receive fresh, healthy food with the fact that The Market vendors 

and farmers often had leftover produce that would otherwise not be fresh for sale the next week and 

potentially thrown away. With the support of Great Western Bank, in its sixth year the Meals From 

The Market program can continue to offer The Market’s vendors and patrons the opportunity to give 

back to their community. 

Through the distribution of nearly 52,000 pounds of fresh food from the program to the DMARC’s 

emergency pantries in 2016, fresh produce, baked goods and non-perishable food found their way to 

the people who need it most.  

 

c. Target audience / attendance / number of participants 

The types of participants involved in Meals From The Market has evolved since the program’s 

inception. At first, the main contributors were vendors who had extra produce that would go bad if not 

utilized. Now, donations also come from Market vendors who grow and bring more items simply to 

support the Meals From The Market program, as well as patrons who want to contribute to the cause.  

On average, The Market Meals From The Market program collected two thousand pounds of fresh 

food each Saturday from generous producers and patrons in 2016. 

Attendance numbers and demographics 

• 670,000 attendees (650,000 summer; 20,000 winter) 

• Household income — 47 percent of visitors have a household income greater than $50,000 

• Education — 41 percent of visitors have a 4-year college degree or higher 

• Out-of-state attendees — 6 percent or 39,000 patrons 

• Out-of-region attendees — 43 percent drive 30+ miles 

• Regional attendees — 57 percent of patrons 



 

  
 
 

• Age — 48 percent ages 25-44 
 

Source: Downtown Farmers’ Market Survey and Facebook 

 

Volunteer count in 2016 

• Total Downtown Farmers’ Market Volunteers: 990  

• Total Downtown Farmers’ Market Volunteer Shifts: 1,472  

• Total Downtown Farmers’ Market Volunteer Hours: 7,165.7  

• Meals From The Market Volunteers: 495 
o Including 64 from Great Western Bank 

• Meals From The Market Volunteer Shifts: 736 
o Including 104 from Great Western Bank 

• Meals From The Market Volunteer Hours: 3,582.85 
o Including 429 from Great Western Bank 

 

 

d. Impact program had on the community   

The Meals From The Market program has increased its donations of 23,106 estimated meals in 2012 

to an impressive 44,813 estimated meals in 2016. From 2015 to 2016, Meals From The Market 

increased the pounds of food donated from 51,963 in 2016. This enabled Meals From The Market to 

reach its goals of improving the program’s estimated value with donations reaching a whopping 

$156,841.83 YTD estimated value of Meals From the Market. 

In past years, The Market would send volunteers to vendor booths to collect fresh food donations at 

the end of the day. Since then, the program has swelled to the point that producers are now growing 

and bringing extra to be able to donate to the program, taking advantage of the opportunity to support 

the community and give back. As the number of participating vendors goes up, the impact on the Des 

Moines community increases, getting fresh produce into the hands of more people. 

The Market provides an important link between rural, production‐centered areas and the Greater Des 

Moines urban center. The Market is a great way for consumers to purchase the wide variety of 

agricultural products produced on Iowa’s farms and a great place to meet and get to know the 

farmers who produce them. We believe The Market serves as a vital link between rural producers and 

Iowa consumers – allowing our Des Moines community to more easily access to fresh, nutritious, 

locally produced agricultural products. Meals From The Market provides access to this food to an 

even broader spectrum of our Des Moines community. 

 

e. Tie-in of program to main event 

The Downtown Farmers’ Market is the largest and oldest outdoor farmers’ market in the state of Iowa. 

The Market offers both social and economic benefits. We believe The Market is the face of Iowa 

agriculture, offering great diversity of locally produced products, dedicated and passionate producers, 

paired with a unique, festive atmosphere, it provides powerful benefits for vendors, consumers and 

our community. 

The focus of The Market to offer its local community sustainable foods and healthy options easily ties 

in with the Meals From The Market program. While it is the goal of The Market to provide these 



 

  
 
 

options to its paying customers, there is no doubt that by donating to 

those in need, The Market is helping the entire Des Moines community.  

According to the Des Moines Area Religious Council (DMARC), the 

impact on at-risk residents who use pantries and benefit from the Meals 

From The Market program is far-reaching. After each collection, the fresh food is taken to DMARC 

where the food contributions are distributed to 13 emergency food pantry sites to feed the hungry in 

Greater Des Moines. Results showed an increase in clients at food pantries that are open on 

evenings and weekends and approximately 60 percent of people visiting pantries had never visited 

one before. 

 

f. Duration of the program  

The Meals From The Market program runs for the duration of the summer season, every Saturday 

morning May through October, with vendors delivering extra goods at the close of The Market at 

Noon. The program has been a part of the Downtown Farmers’ Market since 2009. 

 

g. Overall revenue / expense budget 

Revenue: $0 

Expenses: $4,900 

 

h. Description of sponsor / other group involvement with program and benefits to 

each  

Thanks to Great Western Bank, sponsor of the Meals From The Market program, along with efforts of 

DMARC and the Downtown Farmers’ Market, Meals From The Market continues to grow each year. 

As part of their sponsorship of the Meals From The Market program, Great Western Bank employees 

are directly involved in its success and programming. They have engaged and challenged their 

employees to take lead program-coordinating roles that include off-site admin roles such as tracking 

the fresh food collection data, recruiting Great Western Bank branch employees to volunteer and 

coordinating sign-up efforts as well as coordinating on-site programming. Such programming 

included: 

- Face painting 
- Hula hooping 
- Trick or Treat at The Market 
- Prize wheels 
- Bag toss 
- Coloring station 

 
Each Saturday, Great Western Bank is on-site to staff and activate the booth space by engaging with 

vendors and patrons. These volunteers distribute information about the program, as well as explain to 

patrons and vendors how best to participate. At the close of each Market day, coordinators work with 

the volunteer teams pulling wagons throughout the nine-block Market area collecting farm fresh 



 

  
 
 

produce, baked goods and other food products to be donated by our 

generous participating farmers, producers and food vendors. 

In 2016, Great Western Bank recruited 64 employees to fill 104 volunteer 

shifts for a total of 429 hours toward the volunteer recruitment needed for 

Meals From The Market.  

On Saturday, Sept. 10, the Downtown Farmers’ Market coordinated a media event to help raise 

awareness about the contributions from Meals From The Market that help feed the hungry in Greater 

Des Moines. This joint press conference featured Great Western Bank and DMARC stakeholders, as 

well as representatives from the Polk County Board of Supervisors and the Downtown Farmers’ 

Market. 

 

i. Overall effectiveness / success of the program 

In 2009, the program’s first year, Meals From The Market collected $40,000 in fresh food donations.  

With diligent commitment, the program grew and a few years later collected an astonishing increase. 

Most recently, in 2016, 44,813 meals were tallied with a value of nearly $157,000. 

Year Value of Donations 

2012 $81,000 

2013 $95,035 

2014 $122,078 

2015 $141,967 

2016 $156,842 

 

The Meals From The Market’s ability to be effective year over year can be attributed to a number of 

things, but is in large part due to its capacity to continue to look for ways to support its mission of 

bringing local communities together. 

DMARC benefited from the success of Meals From The Market in a big way, thanks to the program’s 

growth. In 2016, the program served thousands of people at 13 local food pantries.  

 

2. Supporting Question: What did you do to update / change this program from the 

year before? Were your updates / changes successful?  

In 2015, the Meals From The Market program focused more on inviting vendors to donate leftover 

produce and goods from their stands. In 2016, that mission broadened to invite and encourage 

vendors to grow extra food to donate to the cause. Patrons can also now contribute cash donations 

electronically at The Market, allowing the program to purchase additional farm fresh food directly from 

Market growers. 

By expanding the mission of the program and asking The Market’s vendors and patron to contribute 

ahead of time, Meals From The Market’s donations increased by 22 percent and added 2,787 more 

meals from 2015 to 2016. 

  



 

  
 
 

3. Supporting Materials 

 
 
   



 

  
 
 

 
  



 

  
 
 

 


