
TRENTON 
Led by Community: Leveraging Effective and Extensive 
Networks of Partners  

What we can learn from Trenton’s systems change journey

The Trenton Health Team (THT) – leading a multi-sector collaboration of health system and government 

partners – received an award from The BUILD Health Challenge® (BUILD) in 2017, as they worked to create 

a “Safe & Healthy Corridor” along Brunswick Avenue in the Battle Monument and North Trenton 

neighborhoods of the city. In alignment with Trenton’s Master Plan and other ongoing initiatives, they 

hoped to foster a public realm where residents and visitors felt comfortable walking, biking, exercising, and 

interacting with others. The goal was to create spaces in Trenton that improve community health and 

generate a sense of wellbeing.1 The Brunswick Avenue Corridor, anchored by two healthcare institutions, 

includes two schools, mentoring programs, as well as other programs and partners focused on housing 

and community development. 

“…it was often kind of a neglected part of the city, so that’s one of the reasons we chose to 

concentrate on that corridor specifically. And in doing that, our idea was to create a safe and 

healthy corridor, basically focusing on healthy eating and active lifestyles. So, food access, but 

also looking at the current conditions in…. parks, lighting, streets, and then working with all 

the other organizations in that corridor.” 

During the BUILD award, the partners helped revitalize and develop green spaces, fostered nutrition and 

active living in local schools, and supported healthy food access through a new farmers market along the 

corridor. They also piloted a temporary street painting project to demonstrate the feasibility of street 

planning that considers the needs of multiple types of users, including pedestrians and bikers, as well as 

car drivers and public transit users.   

“Since the end of our project, we’ve learned a lot through doing work at the neighborhood 

level. Many of the lessons learned during our BUILD project now inform our work citywide. We 

are convening partners focused on food access and now parts of our work span across the 

entire county.    

1	  https://buildhealthchallenge.org/communities/2-trenton-transformation/ 

https://buildhealthchallenge.org/communities/2-trenton-transformation/


Since the end of the BUILD award, partner organizations have continued to invest in and align their work 

along the Brunswick Avenue Corridor and across the city. Work along the Brunswick Avenue Corridor has 

continued since the end of the BUILD award. The corridor is part of Trenton Housing Authority’s Choice 

Neighborhoods program, funded by the federal government. Capital Health, a large health system, 

launched the Trenton Neighborhood Initiative in 2021, reinvesting in the community by their campus and 

working with THT as the implementation partner.

As we learned from “More Than The Sum: Networks, Public Will, and Scaling After The BUILD Health 

Challenge,” communities engaged in systems change most often see three shifts after the BUILD award: 1) in 

the network of partners involved in the work, 2) in public will to address the social determinants of health, 

and 3) in scaling infrastructure and programs in service of population health improvements and health 

equity. Driven by pilots and coordination before and during the BUILD award, the network structure shifted 

and partners scaled their work to broader efforts across the city and county. Specifically, Trenton has:

•	 Re-organized their work across various issue-area driven subcommittees

•	 Advanced learning and pilots from BUILD across the city and county, particularly around street 

design and food systems

Leveraging network infrastructure

The Trenton Health Team (THT) – a community-based organization leading the BUILD project – is a well-

known convening backbone for many health and social service efforts. They have long-standing 

collaborations with over 100 organizations serving on a Community Advisory Board (CAB) and leading 

projects in Trenton. The BUILD award drew more collective attention to the social determinants of health and 

provided resources for piloting ideas. With successes from the BUILD work in hand, the network of partners 

could apply new lessons learned and successes from demonstration projects to their work across the city. 

When the award period ended in late 2019, partners looked for new ways to continue their work together. 

Around this same time, THT was developing several CAB subcommittees focused on different issue areas 

such as street safety, food access, and healthy housing. One specific example of a subcommittee is the 

Trenton Food Stakeholders (TFS). TFS was convened in February 2019 to drive collaboration towards 

addressing local food system issues. The subcommittee was organized around a specific issue area and 

not a grant or funded contract; this has been invaluable in developing shared goals and sustaining 

continuous collaboration. This shift from grant-based steering committees toward topic-focused areas 

helps Trenton organizations to advance long-term, complex systems change efforts. 

“The structure for our [Community Advisory Board] and the subcommittees was something 

that we’ve done a lot of work on to foster sustainability. Oftentimes what happens with 

coalitions is that they’ll need [to organize] around a project or an opportunity, then once the 

grant’s done, they stop meeting. THT has focused on formalizing our role as the backbone 

convener. So, I think that’s been one of the reasons that we’ve been able to maintain these 

partnerships and collaborations over long periods of time.”

http://buildhealthchallenge.org/resources/more-than-the-sum/
http://buildhealthchallenge.org/resources/more-than-the-sum/


Leveraging the network to scale efforts

The network has evolved in several ways. Collective leadership and pilots proved promising approaches; these 

helped garner new funding, partners, and resources. Conversations and efforts are shifting — from testing ideas 

and building evidence for their effectiveness to disseminating models and infrastructure for upstream health 

improvements in healthy food and safe streets throughout neighborhoods, Trenton, and the region. 

Complete Streets and Tactical Urbanism

Administration changes coupled with small-scale demonstration projects during the BUILD award led to 

the City’s interest, openness, and engagement. While Trenton has long had a network of capable 

organizations and departments to carry out projects like complete streets, broader interest and buy in for 

this type of work had been nascent. The time and resources invested during the BUILD award allowed 

partners to pilot a safe streets project, which included repainting street crossing and lane lines to 

encourage pedestrian use. Working with City engineers, devising processes, and following examples from 

other cities after the award, Trenton now has a set of organizations well-equipped to manage, scale, and 

maintain street painting projects across Trenton. The city recently adopted a Complete and Green Streets 

Ordinance and will be convening a Safe Streets for All Committee.   

“It took a couple of years and the City’s been able to work with us on that since. Now when 

they’re repaving a street, they’ll reach out to the Complete Streets Steering Committee to 

consider, for example, designing and adding a bike lane. That process and communication 

loop is much better now between us.”

Food systems and access

Around the same time as the BUILD award, five years of funding created the Capitol City Diabetes 

Collaborative, which provided resources for a group of partners addressing social, environmental, and 

clinical determinants of health related to diabetes. The long-term funding from this initiative helped build 

infrastructure and collaboration around food systems work in Trenton. 

TFS spun out of the diabetes-related efforts, realizing that the food systems issues were broader than the 

focus of the diabetes work. TFS formed shortly before the end of the BUILD award, creating a space for 

partners to continue efforts around farmer’s markets, community gardens, and nutrition programs in 

schools. However, when the COVID pandemic forced them to pause these programs, the group pivoted 

from meeting every other month to meeting every other week to meet the urgency of the time and 

coordinate emergency food resources to meet the growing needs of residents in 2020.

Since the pandemic, TFS have turned their efforts to building their data infrastructure to effectively 

address food insecurity. New staff at THT with expertise in data and spatial analysis have helped build 

capacity and provided partners with more useful and tailored products for their work. Data-driven efforts 

have included a survey followed by complex analysis to understand the food needs of Trenton as well as 

county residents. Directories and maps of food pantries have been updated. Recently, THT   released a 

Food Insecurity Index to guide their efforts and communicate community needs more broadly. 

https://mercerfoodfinder.herokuapp.com/?keyword=
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/c02cb2d0b47a45528ae29ef0db0fc0bd


Current impact and looking ahead

An extensive network of partners in Trenton is continuing to work across two key issues areas with 

coordination and data support from the Trenton Health Team and the resources and expertise of other 

organizations in the region. Partners are successfully applying insights and lessons learned from pilots and 

collaboration with city agencies to deepen the impact of their fresh food and safe streets initiatives. As 

Trenton looks ahead, they will continue to learn from those in the region, state, and country with similar 

upstream health goals. They plan to deepen resident engagement as well. As one partner explained, “Is 

there a way to engage those folks earlier and throughout the process so that you have even more community 

buy in and all of these kinds of projects?”


