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Executive Summary 

This project aimed to explore how some charitable food providers (CFPs) in Canada have gone 

beyond the provision of food aid to enhance support to their local communities. The research plan 

was to visit 20 organisations in Ontario, Canada, to learn more about these innovative models, why 

they have been developed and how they fit into the country’s wider discourse on household food 

security. 

Food banks became more entrenched in Canadian society during the late 80’s and early 90’s, by 

which time Canadians recognised and acknowledged that opening food banks does not in itself 

reduce hunger.  As a result, more participatory food programmes emerged, focusing on health and 

reducing social isolation, as alternatives to traditional food banks.  

While at a local level these programmes may indirectly lead to increases in food security, the 

emergent hypothesis from my fellowship was that CFPs and the communities they serve could and 

should play a bigger role in influencing wider systemic change to eradicate food insecurity.  

CFPs should be honest about the limitations of their service, educate and empower people in their 

communities and join forces at a national level to raise awareness of the need for policy change. 

With this in mind, the following recommendations are suggested: 

1. Existing CFPs should be supported to ensure they involve community members as 

participants, leaders and voices for change. Programmes that do this create empowered 

people who are able to support their peers and raise awareness of the need for wider 

systemic change.  

2. A new alternative and progressive forum that represents CFPs should be established in the 

UK. This new body will represent CFPs that are prepared to challenge the status quo and are 

not prepared to see the continuation of the institutionalisation of the food aid system. 

The forum should engage with government and all contributing sectors to act as a catalyst 

for change to ultimately stem the growth, and end the need for charitable food assistance. 

This body will challenge its network to uphold a set of principles designed to put the 

leadership and responsibility of eradicating hunger in the UK firmly within the government’s 

remit. 
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Introduction 

Following a decade of professional working life in the community food sector and having watched 

the growth of food banks, I became interested in how the sort of work I am involved with could 

benefit people who are food insecure, lacking access to affordable, healthy food. 

This led me to conduct research into the history of charitable food provision, as well as seek out 

policy and practice in other parts of the world, namely the USA and Canada. 

Inspired by the book ‘Sweet Charity – emergency food and the end of entitlement’ (Poppendeick, 

1999), a history and critique of the US food bank system, further research led me to a Canadian 

organisation called Community Food Centres Canada (CFCC).  Here I found a physical embodiment of 

many of the recommendations made by Poppendeick. 

I began to learn more about the CFCC model, attending webinars and speaking with staff members 

online. 

As my research developed I made contact with Winchester Basics Bank, the food bank most local to 

me, to gauge the board’s interest in developing their model more in line with that of the types of 

alternative models I had been researching. Following discussion with members of the board it was 

agreed that, pending funding, I would conduct a scoping exercise on their behalf in order to 

ascertain whether or not service users would be likely to engage in these types of programmes, as 

well as gauging whether or not the food bank’s referral agencies would be supportive. 

In the summer of 2014 I conducted 55 surveys with service users and met with 25 referral agencies. 

The resulting evidence proved the need to make changes at a local level. For example, 69% of survey 

respondents wanted to see easier access to affordable, fresh food and every referral agency 

reported an increase in food bank voucher distribution, especially to working families. At the same 

time these agencies were facing funding cuts.  

Having become aware of the Community Food Centre model and the debates taking place in 

Canada, I sought support from the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust (WCMT) to travel to Ontario to 

learn and bring back knowledge that would support an increase in household food security in the 

UK.  

Therefore, my aims were as follows: 

 Learn how emergency food aid providers in Canada have gone beyond basic food provision 

to reduce people’s food bills and dependency on the state and how this fits into the 

country’s wider discourse on household food security. 

 Obtain a different perspective on the issue of household food insecurity from a country that 

has lived with food banks for a lot longer than we have in the UK. 

 Share research findings to benefit others across the UK. 

Approach 

I conducted initial discussions with relevant UK organisations and experts in the UK to better 

understand the landscape in this country. I then contacted Bronwyn Whyte, Programme Manager at 

http://cfccanada.ca/
http://winchesterbasicsbank.co.uk/
http://www.wcmt.org.uk/
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CFCC, to get a broader understanding of the Canadian context and recommendations of other 

organisations and people that I should contact. 

I decided to focus my research on Toronto and the surrounding area, given that this was where the 

Community Food Centre model originated.  

The trip took place between April 8 and May 8 2015 with visits to 20 organisations, including seven 

food banks, volunteering at three community food centres and interviews with 38 people at all 

levels, from Nick Saul, President of Community Food Centres Canada, to volunteers giving their time 

at the various programmes, and academics at the University of Toronto. I also met with 

representatives of large, more conventional food distribution centres such as Daily Bread to obtain a 

wide perspective.  

Report Overview 

The rise in household food insecurity in the UK has been well documented. 

It is estimated that there are at least four million people suffering from food poverty in the UK 

(Lambie-Mumford et al. 2014). At these levels of food insecurity and with an absence of adequate 

food policy to address this, the situation is a major concern for the health and wellbeing of the UK 

population.  In 2013 The British Medical Journal warned that the situation ‘has all the signs of a 

public health emergency that could go unrecognised until it’s too late to take preventative action’ 

(Taylor-Robinson et al. 2013: 347). 

One response to increased food insecurity has been a rapid increase in food aid, including food 

banks. The Trussell Trust, the only food bank network in the UK, fed over 1,000,000 in 2014/15 and 

reports an increase in the number of food banks from 29 in 2000/09 to 445 in 2014/15 with demand 

for food aid in 2014/15 increasing by 19% on the previous year (Trussell Trust, 2015).  Key drivers of 

food bank use are the ongoing issues of low income often exacerbated by rising costs and increasing 

indebtedness. 

The traditional food bank model has been criticised for a number of reasons, not least that it is a 

downstream response to a problem that requires upstream solutions. 

A number of reports have been released outlining the issues and suggesting solutions, all of which go 

some way to highlighting the need for changes in local and national policy in order to eradicate 

household food insecurity.  

At the time of writing, the most recent UK report, ‘Hungry for Change’, produced by the Fabian 

Commission on Food and Poverty, makes a number of excellent recommendations that the 

commission believes must be implemented to end the need for charitable food provision. 

At the same time the Sustainable Food Cities’ ‘Beyond the Food Bank’ campaign is striving to move 

the conversation beyond the issue of charitable food aid by encouraging towns and cities across the 

UK to take a holistic approach to reducing household food insecurity. 

While I wholeheartedly support the work of these organisations, I wanted to see if there was a way 

of involving CFPs, rather than simply dismissing them as Band-Aid solutions, in the move towards 

reducing food insecurity.  

http://www.dailybread.ca/
http://www.trusselltrust.org/
http://foodandpoverty.org.uk/
http://foodandpoverty.org.uk/
http://sustainablefoodcities.org/
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A successful application to the WCMT in 2014 resulted in a Fellowship award to Ontario, Canada. 

Canada Overview 

Currently, four million people are food insecure in Canada (Tarasuk et al. 2014). A similar number as 

is estimated in the UK but with about half the population, this indicates the issue is even worse in 

Canada. 

In 2014, 841,191 people used one of the 500 food banks or 3,000 food agencies in Canada, 1% 

higher than in 2013 and 25% higher than in 2008 (Food Banks Canada, 2015).  

It should be noted that these figures aren’t representative of the level of household food insecurity 

in Canada. Research in 2012 found that one in five people who were food insecure visited a food 

bank (Tarasuk et al. 2014).  

As in the UK, the main drivers of food insecurity are low income levels and inadequate social 

assistance. The established annual poverty line is $23,000/yr (£11,325) and a person working full 

time on a minimum wage job earns $20,000/yr (£9,849). Social assistance rates vary by province but 

as an example a person on social assistance (welfare) in the province of Ontario receives $8,000/yr 

(£3,939). A person on ODSP (Ontario Disability Support Programme) receives $13,000/yr (£6,402) 

(The Local, 2015).  

Food banks have been a part of the social safety net in Canada for over 30 years. This is longer than 

they have existed in the UK but, as in the UK, the problem of household food insecurity has 

continued to escalate. This is despite the increase in food banks and alternative food aid 

programmes. 

In the early 80’s community groups began to set up food banks as awareness increased about 

problems of hunger in Canada, largely due to a recession at the time.  

Despite being seen as temporary services that would cease to exist as the country came out of the 

recession, in fact food bank use increased in to the 90’s and more food banks opened their doors. At 

the same time the government steadily reduced social programmes so that by the mid-90’s 

charitable food programmes had become entrenched without any direct government involvement. 

By then, many people had come to the conclusion that food banks were not the answer, including 

policy makers, health professionals, social sector organisations and co-ordinators of food banks 

themselves. This conclusion was reached due to the ad hoc nature of emergency food provision and 

due to research showing that people who accessed food banks were actually in chronic poverty 

rather than being in need of short-term emergency relief. 

This realisation meant an increase in the development of more participatory food programmes, in 

many cases with provincial funding for health promotion activities. 

A shift occurred from the traditionally passive experience of a food bank to something that was 

more participatory with a focus on healthy food, such as community kitchen programmes. 
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These programmes differed in a number of ways to the more traditional food banks. For example, 

they focused on community development to provide more lasting solutions to the problem, as well 

as empowerment of the individual via ‘self-help and mutual support strategies’ (Tarasuk, 2001).   

However, the scale of these programmes compared to that of food banks meant that food banks 

were not supplanted and the contrasting models continue to sit side by side across the country. The 

emergence of the Community Food Centre model can be seen as a further evolution with a move 

towards more participatory programming, an emphasis on healthy food, and involvement in 

advocacy at local and national levels. 

Nationally, the emergence of Food Secure Canada, ‘a pan-Canadian alliance of organisations and 

individuals working together to advance food security’ (Food Secure Canada, 2015), means that for 

the first time a national coalition exists that is able to bring together disparate groups and activities 

to strengthen the move towards greater food sovereignty. This was demonstrated by the alliance’s 

‘Eat Think Vote’ campaign in the lead up to the Canadian federal election in October 2015 (Food 

Secure Canada, 2015).  

Findings 

Prior to my trip I assumed that the report on my return home would be focused on how to transform 

the operations of CFPs in the UK so that people left with their dignity intact, armed with a nutrient-

rich food parcel and the opportunity to involve themselves in cooking and growing sessions. 

I also expected the representatives of the organisations I visited to talk about the impact they were 

having on household food insecurity as a result of their programmes. 

There were undoubtedly a number of excellent examples of how to use the space occupied by a 

food bank to impact positively on people’s mental and physical health and I urge readers to follow 

the links in Appendix 2 to learn more about these programmes. I particularly recommend the 

Community Food Centres Canada online knowledge exchange, ‘The Pod’, which gives access to a 

plethora of resources related to every element of their operations, from ‘placemaking through food’ 

to ‘diet and mental health’ to their healthy food bank ethos. 

However, as I visited more organisations and spoke to more people, I began to realise that while 

these alternative programmes were extremely important for a variety of reasons, energy needed to 

be placed elsewhere if a reduction in household food insecurity is the end goal.  

I was struck by the fact that organisations operating alternative programmes were quick to 

disassociate themselves from reducing household food insecurity. They knew that bringing people 

together to share a meal or providing the opportunity for people to grow or purchase healthy food 

at low cost had lots of benefits but they were not going to directly impact on them being able to put 

enough food on the table in the long-term. Instead, there was clear consensus that if the main driver 

is to reduce food poverty then what everyone should be doing, at every level, is to advocate for 

wider systemic change at both the provincial and national level.  

This is partly due to the work of people like Professor Valerie Tarasuk of the University of Toronto. 

Tarasuk has carried out a substantial amount of research into food banks and has shown that there 

http://foodsecurecanada.org/
http://campaign.foodsecurecanada.org/
http://thepod.cfccanada.ca/
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is no significant impact on household food insecurity for those people who access these services 

(Tarasuk et al. 2014).  

While in Canada I was regularly directed to Tarasuk’s research into charitable food provision and 

household food insecurity and I was fortunate enough to be able to meet with her to hear more 

about her research and her views on the subject. 

Tarasuk explained to me that research has demonstrated that alternative food programmes have no 

more direct impact on household food insecurity than food banks. While there are many other 

benefits to these types of programmes, including increases in social capital and benefits to mental 

and physical health, there needs to be an appreciation that the only thing that is going to have an 

impact on levels of household food insecurity in the long-term is changes to local and national 

policy. 

Therefore, what I took from Tarasuk and the majority of people I spoke to was the importance of 

giving people affected by these issues the platform to raise awareness of the challenges they face 

and the need for wider systemic change. 

The message I heard consistently was the importance of advocacy at every level, something that I 

don’t believe happens enough among civic society groups involved in helping people affected by 

household food insecurity in the UK. 

Conclusions 

I did not find a solution in Canada. Instead, I found both inspiration and awareness of where efforts 

need to be focused if changes are going to happen in ways that are going to directly impact on 

people’s levels of food insecurity. 

At the time of writing there have been worrying signs in the UK of the increase in the 

institutionalisation of the food bank system and the reliance the government has placed on the 

system to deal with the issues created by factors such as benefits sanctions and low pay. 

The Trussell Trust is continuing to develop its ‘More Than Food’ approach with the roll-out of 

financial advice services in their food banks (The Trussell Trust, 2015). It does so while continuing to 

encourage and support the development of new Trussell Trust food banks with a stated vision being 

to ‘see a foodbank in every UK town, creating a nation where no-one has to go hungry…’ (The 

Trussell Trust, no date).  

Priti Patel, the employment minister, was quoted as saying that ‘food banks play an important role in 

welfare provision’ (Hansard, HC Deb. 2015).  More recently, Iain Duncan Smith, secretary of work 

and pensions, has gone on record to support the roll out of the placement of job advisers in food 

banks across the country (The Guardian, 2015).  

It should not be up to local communities to take on the responsibility of government. Everyone 

involved in the charitable food provision, from leaders to volunteers to recipients, should add their 

voice to the need for national policy change and the limitations of the food bank system itself. 
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More people in the UK are going hungry and an increase in charitable food provision is not going to 

reduce this number. In fact, it may further encourage the government to pass the responsibility of 

tackling this issue on to civic society. 

From my professional observations more than half of the CFPs in the UK are unrepresented at a 

national level, giving little or no opportunity for them to add their voice to policy debate. Nor is 

there any such existing forum for them to do so.  

In the UK we must be realistic that current charitable food operations are not set to disappear 

overnight. However, with the right support and coordination there is an opportunity to work with 

CFPs to challenge the status quo and to highlight the issues and solutions. They can do this by 

working with the people they support, giving them a platform to raise awareness of the issues they 

face, and the skills to support others in their situation through peer advocacy programmes. 

However, to ensure that this message is received loud and clear, CFPs need to be completely open 

about the limitations of the service they provide and the fact that food bank donations are not going 

to prevent hunger. 

‘At the core of [food bank] campaigns for donations is the assertion that donating to food charities is 
the way to manage hunger. It leaves the impression that the problem of hunger is under control 
[and] being managed by these programs we are donating to.  I think that simple equation…(donating 
to food banks = managing hunger) undermines any efforts to advocate for more systemic 
responses…The only solution that I can see is that food banks need to be…more public about their 
inability to manage hunger… the key is to never let that simple-minded equation take hold.’ 
(Tarasuk, 2015) 
     

It is unacceptable that in 2015 local volunteers and groups are working tirelessly to feed their 

neighbours. It is critical that organisations and groups that take on an advocacy role in the UK don’t 

accept our current mode of direction towards more food banks and other forms of charitable food 

provision. By adding their voices to the need for policy change there is the opportunity to make a 

positive impact on the lives of millions of UK citizens.  

The critical role that CFPs can play was summed up by a member of staff at The Stop Community 
Food Centre: 
 
‘Emergency food providers MUST advocate for the social policies that can actually solve poverty…We 
know the stories, we know the people [and] we understand the need and complexity. We 
must…educate the public, amplify the voices of lived experience and insist on policy change. We 
must re-direct resources, organise, mobilise, coordinate, collaborate and lobby. 
Currently, we are making poverty easier to live with and making charitable services more dignified, 
but this cannot be the end goal.  We need to be clear on our outcome – poverty 
reduction/elimination - and never let go of that goal. Otherwise, we could legitimately be accused of 
being part of the problem.’ (Montgomery, 2015) 
 
Recommendations 
 
The recommendations below represent an evolution of thought. On my return from Canada the 

emergent hypothesis was that CFPs could and should play a bigger role in influencing wider systemic 

change to eradicate food insecurity. A select number of people with whom I had met in Canada were 

asked, “What would be the one overriding principle that you would want a charitable food provider 

http://thestop.org/
http://thestop.org/
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to commit to in order to challenge current philosophy and facilitate a move in a new direction?” 

Whilst their responses were necessarily Canada specific they informed my thought processes with 

regard to developments in the UK. 

I drafted a set of recommendations based on their feedback which I then discussed with a number of 

relevant experts and organisations in the UK. As a result of these meetings and acknowledgement of 

recent developments in the UK concerning the aforementioned institutionalisation of charitable 

food provision, I further honed my recommendations.   

While I have included direct examples from Canada related to my first recommendation, my second 

recommendation is directly related to this evolution of thought and although it is not possible to 

provide specific examples from my research trip, the conversations I had in Canada provided the 

stimulus for these recommendations. 

Recommendation 1 – Charitable food providers (CFPs) should involve community members as 

participants, leaders and voices for change. 

 

Image used from http://thelocalcfc.org/?p=1088 

I observed a variety of ways that CFPs in Canada empower people in their communities by involving 

them in the services they offer, including peer mentoring and community advocacy. I met with some 

of the people involved and I heard how they had gone from passive recipients of charitable food aid 

to emerge as empowered members of their communities, equipped to support their peers through 

their own challenges and prepared to raise awareness about the effects of household food insecurity 

on their own lives and the lives of their families.  

Appendix 1 provides three examples of relevant programmes I visited at The Stop in Toronto, The 

Local in Stratford, Ontario, and Cambridge Self-Help Food Bank in Cambridge, Ontario. 

These types of programmes can facilitate my second recommendation. 

Recommendation 2 – A new alternative, radical and progressive forum that represents CFPs in the 

UK should be established.  

This new forum will represent CFPs that are prepared to challenge the status quo and are not 

prepared to see the continuation of the institutionalisation of the food aid system. 

http://thelocalcfc.org/?p=1088
http://thelocalcfc.org/
http://thelocalcfc.org/
http://www.cambridgefoodbank.on.ca/
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Rather than benefiting from their existence and celebrating their efforts, this new representative 

body will provide a platform for CFPs and their service users across the country to add their voice to 

the need for changes that will stem the growth, and ultimately end the need for charitable food 

assistance. 

Aims 

 To provide an alternative national voice for CFPs without benefitting financially from their 
existence. 

 To independently represent CFPs (i.e. without any political or religious bias) 

 To engage CFPs and their service users in the call for wider systemic change to reduce 
poverty in the UK 

 To discourage the creation of more CFPs across the country and ultimately aim for existing 
CFPs to shut permanently. 

 To support CFPs to leverage their infrastructure for a broader social purpose. E.g. reducing 
social isolation. 

 
Suggested Principles 

 
Members should be supported to: 

 Be very clear about the limits of their own work and communicate these limitations honestly 
and openly. E.g. Food banks and other forms of charitable food provision do not manage 
hunger. 

 Engage in advocacy activities for local and national policy changes that will stem the growth, 
and ultimately end the need for charitable food assistance.  

 Resist building their emergency food aid service to a greater capacity. 

 Acknowledge volunteer efforts without ever celebrating the wider ‘achievements’. 

 Collect and share data to assist research that will help in the move towards a better 
standard of living in the UK. 

 Develop opportunities to meet and share practice. 

 Champion the forum to government and offer support with future food aid policy 
development. 
  

Implementation/Dissemination 
 
This report will be shared across the UK via personal and professional networks in Health, Welfare 
and Food Provision sectors at local, regional and national levels. Its key findings and 
recommendations will be made available to all charities, government departments, campaigners, 
media and business sectors in the UK with a responsibility to, or interest in household food security. 
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Appendix 1 Examples of how charitable food providers in Canada are involving community 

members as participants, leaders and voices for change. 

1. The Local Community Food Centre – EPIC Social Justice programme 

The Local opened in Stratford, west of Toronto, in 2012 as the first Community Food Centre outside 

Toronto. 

A Food Security Coalition convened by an organisation called the United Way of Perth-Huron 

previously identified a lack of capacity for emergency food programmes to access large-scale food 

donations.  

As a result, a food distribution centre was developed and a community food centre grew around it. 

Services include: 

 

 Community meals 

 Storehouse – source, store and distribute food to 65+ community organisations (prioritising 

local, fresh and healthy food). 

 Peer advocacy 

 Social justice  

 Community garden 

 Community kitchen 

 

Although The Local does operate a food distribution centre for local community organisations it does 

not operate a food bank. This is because the CFCC’s policy is not to create a food bank where one 

doesn’t already exist when establishing a new CFC with a local partner. However, where a partner 

does already operate a food bank CFCC works with them to improve the service, prioritising healthy 

food and giving users of the food bank opportunities to access the other services. 

 

EPIC (Empowering People in Communities)  

 
EPIC is a social justice club that is convened by The Local and is made up of local people who live in 

Stratford. 

The club gives local people a platform to undertake advocacy work in their community, empowering 

them to speak about the challenges they face and fight for a better standard of living rather than 

someone doing it on their behalf. 

Many of the people involved in EPIC are affected by household food insecurity and prior to the Local 

opening many of them would have been limited to collecting food parcels from one of the Stratford 

food banks. 

The group consists of approximately 30 people and an average of eight of this group meet once a 

week to discuss both local and macro issues of social justice, plan campaigns and share a meal. 

At the time of my visit EPIC had recently successfully lobbied the local council to increase the city’s 

affordable housing budget by $36,000 (£17,724). 
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The main item on the agenda at the meeting I sat in on was to discuss how they were going to hold 

the local council to account on this promise. 

At the meeting I was witness to a group of engaged local residents coming together on issues that 

directly affected them thanks to the platform provided to them by The Local. 

In the lead up to the Canadian federal election on October 19th 2015 EPIC spent time organising the 

All Candidates debate. This involved canvassing their community and compiling a list of debate 

questions generated by the community. They also added their voice in support of the Eat Think Vote 

campaign, organised by Food Secure Canada. EPIC spent time in downtown Stratford making the 

greater community aware of this campaign and got 150 signatures added to the Eat Think Vote 

petition. 

Other EPIC projects include organising a social service awareness day, starting to develop an 

advocacy chapter for the concept of the Basic Income Guarantee.  

2. The Stop – Community Advocacy Office 

Opening in the early 1970’s, for a number of years The Stop was the very embodiment of a 

traditional food bank with queues of people lining the street to accept poor quality, low-nutrient 

food hand-outs. 

Nick Saul became Executive Director of the food bank and gradually transformed it into what he 

called a community food centre, paving the way for the national organisation now known as 

Community Food Centres Canada. 

Services include: 

 Healthy food bank 

 Community kitchen 

 Urban agriculture 

 Community Advocacy Office 

 Youth education 

 Bread & Bricks Social Justice Group 

 Drop-in meal provision 

 Good food market 

Community Advocacy Office  

Rather than recruiting someone from outside the neighbourhood to give advice on topics such as 

income support, housing and legal issues, the community advocacy office is a peer support 

programme where people support their neighbours to fight for basic entitlements. 

This programme is part of the wider Community Action Programme at The Stop which begins with 

Community Action Training, a 10-12 week course teaching community members about the root 

causes of inequality and poverty and ways to fight it. 

Topics covered during training include: 
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 Food security and local community resources 

 Diversity/Anti-opression 

 Political economy and worker’s rights 

 Social benefits: Know your rights and anti-poverty organising 

 Tenant’s rights and housing movements 

 Violence and community safety 

 Public speaking and story telling 

 Mental health and harm reduction. 

(Community Food Centres Canada, 2011) 

Once people graduate from the training programme they are then able to apply to become 

community advocates. Applicants are interviewed by a group of peers and if they are selected they 

work for approximately 12 hours per month with two advocates working at any one time. Rather 

than receiving a salary that can be deducted from their welfare, they receive an honorarium of $200 

(£99) per month. 

The office is open four days per week at exactly the same time as the food bank and drop-in meal 

programme so that people using these services can easily access this service if required.  

At the time of my visit there were 10 community advocates and they see somewhere between 10 

and 15 people in a day depending on how in-depth the issues are that they are helping with.  

Advocates take on the position for two years, at which point they are able to apply for the role of 

Senior Advocate or Mentor, giving them more responsibilities. They are able to continue in this role 

for a further two years. 

The Community Advocacy Office is an effective way of involving local people in the service delivery 

and provides them with new skills, increased confidence and also increases their employability.  

In 2014, 2,214 hours peer advocate hours were logged at The Stop and 65% of people attending The 

Stop said that they had met at least one person who they could turn to for advice or count on in a 

time of crisis (The Stop, 2014). 

3. Cambridge Self-Help Food Bank – Food Co-op Mentor programme 

I was struck by the way the Cambridge Self-Help Food Bank’s food co-op model had been designed 

to involve the members in the running of the programme.  

The Cambridge Self-Help Food Bank opened its doors in 1985, serving the City of Cambridge, Ontario 

and the Township of North Dunfries. 

The founders believed that people’s dignity and self-respect were paramount and it was this 

approach that saw them take the innovative step of opening a food co-op service alongside the 

emergency food aid provision, the aim being that people would prioritise use of the food co-op with 

the food bank operating as a back-up. This meant that local people facing financial difficulty could 

become ‘members’ as well as contribute to the financial upkeep of the programme, rather than 

passive recipients of handouts. 



17 
 

Services include: 

 Food bank 

 Food co-op 

 Family outreach 

 Street outreach 

 Community kitchen 

 Spiritual care provider 

Food Co-op 

Cost of membership - $9 per month  

Members are also required to volunteer for a minimum of four hours per month in the co-op. 

However, if circumstances make it difficult for the member to volunteer at the co-op they are able to 

volunteer elsewhere in the community. 

New members join Group A or Group B, with the members of each group taking turns to visit the co-

op and ‘purchase’ food on a bi-weekly basis as a result of paying their $9 (£4.40) membership fee. A 

‘pick-up’ is valued at $35 (£17) worth of food for a family of three and $60-70 (£30-34) for a family of 

five and enables people to stretch their budget rather than cover all their food requirements. 

With 650 members on their books at the time of my visit the membership fee provides the co-op 

with a monthly income of $5850 (£2,880), helping the organisation to hire one full-time and two 

part-time staff to run the co-op service. 

The co-op is organised like a very small supermarket, with products lining the shelves and trolleys for 

members to use. Signs on the shelves indicate the quantity of each type of product that the 

members can ‘purchase’. 

The organisation purchases a percentage of the food in order to supplement what they’ve been 

donated with healthier items. They are also working to forge stronger relationships with local 

farmers. 

The emergency food service sits alongside the co-op for those people who are either unable to 

afford/don’t want to pay the $9 per month or who are unable to/don’t want to commit to at least 

four hours of volunteer work per month. Some co-op members will also visit the food bank from 

time to time if they find themselves in a difficult situation between their bi-weekly pick-ups. 

Even though the organisation’s marketing materials communicate that people are able to visit the 

emergency service eight times per year their philosophy is that they would never turn anyone away.  

Mentor Programme  

Members are able to attend a volunteer mentor training programme. The goals of this programme 

are as follows: 

 To develop personal/employment skills 

 To provide support and encouragement to participants of food bank programmes 
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 To increase knowledge of available resources both in the food bank and the community as a 

whole 

 To learn appropriate ways to interact with participants. E.g. resolving conflict and providing 

support in a non-judgemental way 

 To learn positive methods of increasing self-esteem and confidence 

To qualify as a mentor a trainee is required to attend one training session per week for six weeks and 

a mentor’s tenure is for two years with one additional training session per month. 

The training programme consists of the following 2.5 hour sessions: 

 Orientation 

 Community resources 

 Conflict and communication 

 Self esteem 

 Personality dimensions 

 Evaluation and graduation 

I met Kohar, a current mentor, whose role that morning was to welcome members into the co-op. 

Kohar explained that when the minister at her church had first suggested she use the food bank she 

was extremely reluctant as she felt a lot of shame in doing so. However, once she found out about 

the co-op and the fact that she could become a member, contribute financially and give some time 

to the service she was very pleased. 

‘A lot of our members are unable to work and they miss the meaning it brings to their lives. As a 

result they jump at the chance of helping at the co-op as they get to work in a team and take 

pleasure from the fact that they are helping others in a similar situation,’ (Johnson, 2015). 
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Appendix 2 Winston Churchill Memorial Trust – Itinerary for Seb Mayfield 

Date Site Visit 

8th April 
 
9th  
 
10th  
 
13th  
 
14th  
 
 
15th  
 
 
 
16th  
 
17th  
20th-21st  
 
22nd  
 
23rd  
 
 
25th  
 
27th-28th 

 

30th  
 
01st May 
  
 
02nd 

 

05th  
 
06th  
 
 
07th  
 
8th  

Arrive in Toronto 
 
Meet with Food Forward & Toronto Youth Food Policy Council 
 
Meet Dana Lahey and Michael Waglay of Meal Exchange 
 
Visit Daily Bread 
 
Visit Second Harvest 
Meet James Parternon of West End Food Coop 
 
Visit Thistletown Community Service Unit and meet Aja Peterson of North York 
Harvest 
Meet Carolyn Young of Sustain Ontario 
 
Community Food Centres Canada 
 
Ryerson Good Food Centre 
The Stop – Volunteering and meeting staff/service users 
 
Visit Oriole Food Space and meet Clare Ambraska of Flemingdon Health Centre 
 
Regent Park Community Food Centre – Volunteering and meeting staff/service 
users 
 
Travel to St Mary’s 
 
The Local, Stratford – Volunteering and meeting staff/volunteers 
 
Cambridge Self-Help Food Bank 
 
Meet Stephen Giuliano at Operation Sharing  
Lunch with Brendan Johnson of Seed Community Food Hub 
 
Travel to Toronto 
 
Meet with Dr Valerie Tarasuk at University of Toronto 
 
Meet with Dana Lahey and Michael Waglay at Meal Exchange 
Meet with Dr Charles Levkoe at University of Toronto 
 
FoodShare 
 
Leave Canada 
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Appendix 3 Links to organisations visited 

Organisation Website Twitter 

Winston 
Churchill 
Memorial Trust 

http://www.wcmt.org.uk  @wcmtuk 

Community 
Food Centres 
Canada 

http://www.cfccanada.ca @aplaceforfood 

Meal Exchange http://mealexchange.com/  @mealechange 

The Local CFC http://thelocalcfc.org/  @Thelocalcfc 

The Stop CFC http://thestop.org/  @ThestopCFC 

Regent Park 
CFC 

http://tcrc.ca/rpcfc  @RegentParkCFC 

FoodShare http://foodshare.net/  @FoodShareTO 

Daily Bread http://www.dailybread.ca/  @DailyBreadTO 

Second Harvest http://www.secondharvest.ca/  @2ndHarvestTO 

North York 
Harvest 

http://northyorkharvest.com/  @nyhfb 

Seed 
Community 
Food Hub 

https://seedcommunityfoodhub.wordpress.com/  @theseedcommunityfoodhub 

Flemingdon 
Health Centre 

http://www.fhc-chc.com/health-
promotion/food-security  

 

Cambridge Self-
Help Food Bank 

http://www.cambridgefoodbank.on.ca/  @CambFoodBank 

Operation 
Sharing 

http://operationsharing.com/foods-for-friends/   

Ryerson Good 
Food Centre 

https://goodfoodcentre.wordpress.com/  @goodfoodcentre 

Food Forward http://pushfoodforward.com/  @pushFoodForward 

West End Food 
Coop 

https://westendfood.coop/ (see Co-op Cred 
Programme 

@westendfoodcoop 

 

http://www.wcmt.org.uk/
http://www.cfccanada.ca/
http://mealexchange.com/
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http://thestop.org/
http://tcrc.ca/rpcfc
http://foodshare.net/
http://www.dailybread.ca/
http://www.secondharvest.ca/
http://northyorkharvest.com/
https://seedcommunityfoodhub.wordpress.com/
http://www.fhc-chc.com/health-promotion/food-security
http://www.fhc-chc.com/health-promotion/food-security
http://www.cambridgefoodbank.on.ca/
http://operationsharing.com/foods-for-friends/
https://goodfoodcentre.wordpress.com/
http://pushfoodforward.com/
https://westendfood.coop/

