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Louis Smith
INTRODUCING

Keynote Address

MHA, Sr. Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer,
Harris Health



5ǊΦ wǳǘƘ bΦ [ƽǇŜȊ ¢ǳǊƭŜȅ
INTRODUCING

Keynote Address

PhD, Professor of Sociology,
Director, Kinder Institute for Urban Research 

Rice University 



Socioeconomic 
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Rice University
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Food Insecurity in Harris County

High Food 
Insecurity

18%

Moderate Food 
Insecurity

21%

Food-secure 
Households

61%

Food-Insecure 
Households 
39%

Source: Kinder Institute for Urban Research



Source: Kinder Institute for Urban Research

Household Food 
Insecurity by 
Neighborhood 
Area



Source: Kinder Institute for Urban Research

Food-insecure households face 2x risk of poor health
Physical Health RatingsMental Health Ratings

1.9x
2.4x



Source: Kinder Institute for Urban Research

Health conditions among food-insecure households

Nearly 2 in 3 residents in 
food-insecure households 
report a physical health 
condition, which are more 
common for women.

Physical Health Conditions



Source: Kinder Institute for Urban Research

Food-insecure more likely to be uninsured & face 
delayed medical care

Insurance Status Medical Delays

2x
1.2x



Economic Insecurity
Å The official poverty measure is not 

a strong indicator of economic 
insecurity

Å ALICE represents families who are 
working but unable to afford basic 
necessities

Å Over 1 million households in 3-
county area (44%) are poor or 
ALICE

Å ALICE households are growing 
faster, due to rising costs & 
stagnant wages

ALICE = Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed
Source: United for ALICE



Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Rising Cost of Living
Consumer Price Index (CPI-U) for Houston Metro 

Housing Medical Care

TransportationFood & 
Beverages



Source: Federal Reserve Bank

aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΧ wŜŀƭ 9ŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ IƻƭŘ {ǘŜŀŘȅ
Houston Average Hourly Earnings



IƻǳǎǘƻƴΩǎ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ
[ōƑ Ąëň ŇōũĎ ŦĎōŦŁĎ ăĎňĎģĮŲ ģũōŇ [ōŵŬŲōňʀŬ ăĮĤɡ ăōōŇĮňĤ ĎĄōňōŇƗɧ



IƻǳǎǘƻƴΩǎ 
Challenge
How can more people benefit 
ģũōŇ [ōŵŬŲōňʀŬ ăĮĤɡ ăōōŇĮňĤ 
economy?



Economic 
Mobility
Average income 
at 35 for children 
born in 1978 
whose parents 
earned $27k



Source: Kinder Institute for Urban Research

Economic Mobility
Å Improving economic mobility requires more than 

individual effort

Å It requires systems-level investment

Å And systems-level coordination across sectors: 
Å education
Å employers
Å training programs

Å And monitoring economic mobility over time, not just our 
usual economic indicators

Å Continue community-wide support for food security & 
health equity
Å Health                             Economic Mobility

Forthcoming 2026
Economic Mobility Annual Report



Keynote Address: Fireside Chat Q&A

Today, those systems are in the same room at 
the Pathways to Health Summit.

Systems-level solutions start with 
systems-level conversations.

Health

Food

Education

Built 
Environment

Workforce

Policy & 
Advocacy

Economic 
Mobility



Heart Health 
and Nutrition

SESSION 1

Session 1: Heart Health & Nutrition



INTRODUCING SESSION 1 SPEAKERS

Session 1: Heart Health & Nutrition

Dr. Shreela 
Sharma

PhD, RDN, LD
Professor & Vice Chair, Dept. of Epidemiology

Director, Center for Healthy Communities, 
UTHealth Houston School of Public Health

Dr. Esperanza
 (Hope) Galvan

PhD, MS, CVRN-BC,CDE
Vice President, Population Health, Harris 
Health and Sheila Jackson Lee Center for 

Accelerating Health Outcomes



Healing Community Through Food 
for Equitable Health

Shreela Sharma, PhD, RDN, LD
Professor & Vice Chair, Dept. of Epidemiology

Director, Center for Healthy Communities, 
UTHealth Houston School of Public Health

go.uth.edu/ CHeC

https://go.uth.edu/chec
https://go.uth.edu/chec


OUR VISION

CENTER FOR HEALTHY COMMUNITIES
Healthy people across flourishing communities

Policy and Systems Data and analytics Interventions
(Design, Implementation, Evaluation)

Coalition for Connected Care 
systems coalition for NMDOH

Spatial epidemiology т mapping 
and advocacy Food Is Medicine and Culinary Medicine

Community and Stakeholder Engagement 
Studio for Research

Food security
Nutritional Epidemiology School-based research - Child Health, Oral health

Policy partnerships т CHLPI, TXNMDOH 
consortium, TX RPC Water security Physical Activity

Community Health Workers Aging and Brain Health Medical Legal Partnership

CCC CARE Network for closed-loop referrals Healthy Aging and Brain Health

Maternal health



US trajectory: higher cost and worse outcomes than OECD. . .

Å We spend more on 
medical care and have 
worse life expectancy 
than any peer country.

Å Americans consume more 
calories than any other 
country; higher obesity 
rates explain about half of 
lower life expectancy at 
age 50

Å A majority of our health 
happens outside the 
clinic.

25
Peterson KFF Health System Tracker 2022. Wolff, Aron, editors. US Health In International Perspective: Shorter Lives, Poorer Health. National Academies Press 2013



Food Is Central To Health Outcomes

Aspen Institute. Food is Medicine Research Action Plan. 2022
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001031#d1e367

https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/sites/default/files/2021 -03/Dietary_Guidelines_for_Americans-2020-2025.pdf

Kidney Disease

Chronic Kidney Disease

End-Stage Kidney Failure

Diabetes

Type 2 diabetes, Type 1 diabetes,  

Gestational diabetes

Cancer

Various types 

Cardiovascular Disease

Atherosclerosis, Coronary Heart 

Disease, Peripheral Artery Disease, 
Congestive Heart Failure, Stroke, 

Heart Attack

Liver Disease

Nonalcoholic fatty liver disease

Alcoholic liver disease

Brain Health

Cognitive decline and Dementia 

Mental Health
Migraine
Epilepsy

Arthritis

Osteoarthritis, Rheumatoid arthritis



IF WE KNOW EATING HEALTHY IS GOOD FOR US, 
WHY ARE WE NOT DOING IT?

OUR FOOD SYSTEM IS BUILT FOR PROFIT, 
NOT NOURISHMENT



A Persistent and Pernicious Problem

28

Our Food System

80 billion+ pounds of produce are 
left to die on the farm

Global food supply ς Biggest cost is 
freight (pick-pack-ship)

Iƻǿ ǿŜ άƎǊƻǿέ ƻǳǊ ŦƻƻŘ ƛǎ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ όǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ 

farm or the factory)

Food: What some 
our communities 
have faced over 

generations

Low access to 
Healthy Food

High access to 
unhealthy 

foods

Knowledge 
and skill gaps



Ultra-Processed Food (UPF)

ÅUPFs, as defined by the NOVA food classification system, are industrially 
manufactured products that are typically pre -packaged, energy-dense, and 
low in nutritional value. 

ÅUPFs consist of ingredients not commonly found in household kitchens, such 
as hydrogenated oils, protein isolates, and artificial additives like colorants, 
emulsifiers, flavor enhancers, and artificial colors. 

ÅExamples include soft drinks, packaged snack foods, processed meat 
products, and a variety of ready-to-eat convenience meals.

Monteiro C.A., Cannon G., Moubarac J.C., Levy R.B., Louzada M.L., Jaime P.C. The UN Decade of Nutrition, the NOVA food classification and the trouble with ultra-processing. Public Health Nutr. 2018;21:5ɷ17. doi: 10.1017/S1368980017000234.
The Lancet series ɷ Ultraprocessed food and human health - https://www.thelancet.com/series -do/ultra -processed-food 

https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food
https://www.thelancet.com/series-do/ultra-processed-food


What about ultra-processed food and health?

Å Each incremental increase in the proportion of energy from UPFs is associated with higher disease risk, even 
after adjustment for total energy intake and key confounders. (Monteiro et al, 2025, The Lancet)

Å UPF-related harm cannot be explained solely by excess sugar, salt, fat, or calories. Several non-nutrient 
mechanisms include food matrix disruption, hyperpalatability, phytochemical content, endocrine disruptors (The 
Lancet, 2025)

Å High UPF intake is linked to faster cognitive decline , with individuals consuming the most UPFs showing up to 
28% faster decline over eight years. (Goncalves et al., 2022, JAMA Neurology)

Å Daily consumption of ultra-processed meats increases cognitive issues by 17%, and soda by 6%, based on a 7-
year study of adults 55+. (Barbey & Davis, 2023, Journal of Nutrition)

Å UPFs independently increase risk of stroke and cognitive impairment, even when overall dietary quality is 
otherwise high . (Bhave et al., 2024, Neurology)

Å Diets high in UPFs promote systemic inflammation and disrupt the gutɷbrain axis. (Rondinella et al., 2025, Nutrients)



Consistent access to healthy food has to be combined with education for meaningful impact

Food Insecurity = Lack of consistent access to food
Those who are food insecure = Higher rates of diet-related chronic diseases



How do we get from illness to wellness?

Community-centered Health system-integrated

Shift social norms. Strengthen Policy Supports.



>90% of $4.5 trillion in annual healthcare 
costs are spent on medical care of 
diet-related chronic conditions

Session 1: Heart Health & Nutrition Interactive Q&A

Can some of those dollars go towards healthy 
food to be a covered medical benefit? 



Heart Health and 
Neighborhood Conditions

SESSION 2

Session 2: Heart Health & Neighborhood Conditions



INTRODUCING SESSION 2 SPEAKERS

Session 2: Heart Health & Neighborhood Conditions

Lharissa 
Jacobs

MBA
Executive Director, 

Fit Houston

Dexter R. 
Handy

Lt. Colonel and MSc
Chair, Greater Houston 
Coalition for Complete 
µŲũĎĎŲŬ ëňĊ :ĮŲĮƟĎňŬʀ 

Transportation Coalition

Edward 
(Ed) Pettitt

MPH
President, Friends 
of Columbia Tap



¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ǳǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦΣ 
guided walk around the building to 
learn about how walk audits can 

improve our neighborhoods. 
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Session 2: Heart Health & Neighborhood Conditions



Session 2: Heart Health & Neighborhood Conditions
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AARP Walk Audit at Mission Glen Elementary



New Trail to Accommodate Trikes and Walking at Four Corners!  

Zip Codes

77498

77479

77459

77478

77407

Population

53,000

92,400

83,600

23,300

81,500

Combined population of these zip codes is approximately 334,000

This figure is based on the most recent data from the U.S. census(2020), American 

Community survey ACS 2021. 



Trike Library at Four Corners



Trike Library at Four Corners
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BEFORE




