Growth of the Food Bank Industry: 

or How Charity Continues to Trump Justice.

Hunger is an all too real but virtually unseen problem in Canada.  From 2008 to 2009, the number of people helped by our known 884 food banks across the country, increased by 18%, the largest yearly increase in memory.  In March 2009 alone, almost 800,000 people in Canada used a food bank, of which 10% were receiving food assistance for the first time.  Originally intended as a temporary emergency response to hunger due to the economic recession of the early 1980’s, food banks have become lifelines in communities across Canada.  Food Banks Canada claims in their advertising to work with its membership and corporate partners to meet the short term need for food assistance.  At present Food Banks Canada is more convinced than ever of the necessity of food bank outlets.

According to the Toronto Food Policy Council; 

“the food charity system, although driven by caring individuals and organizations, does not have the capacity to address any of the deeper structural issues that have created conditions of poverty and hunger.  It is our belief that policies to support local food security are essential to the eventual elimination of hunger.”

Weak economy or poor income distribution?

The existing national food bank system was created in 1981 when the first major food bank opened in Edmonton, Alberta.  But was the continuous growth of food banks the result of a weak economy?  Candace Weimer, author of Bridging the gap between poverty and independence: What is the role of Canadian Food Banks? has concluded that the growth of food banks is the result of an 

“uneven distribution of income…  heads of families are working more today but earning less than they were in 1981.  Uncertain job security and government funding cutbacks for programmes such as employment insurance for recipients have contributed to the growing fear of being a pay cheque away from poverty,”  

Pay cheques from Ontario Works (OW) and Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) were increased by 2% in November and December of 2009. 

The Income Security Advocacy Center provides a Social Assistance Rates fact sheet on the Internet. It reveals that at the time of writing, OW recipients receive somewhere between $585 and $1150 per month depending on the size of the family, plus whether they are receiving the maximum allowance for shelter or less.  A single individual with one child receiving the maximum $572 for shelter, would receive a monthly cheque for $1005.  A couple with one child could receive a maximum shelter allowance of $620 and a total cheque of $1150 per month.

ODSP recipients do a little better.  A single person receiving the maximum shelter allowance of $464 would receive a monthly cheque of $1042.  People in Ottawa Community Housing generally receive much less because the amount they receive for shelter is more like $159, nowhere near the maximum available.  One woman I spoke to receives $808 per month and after she has paid the rent, she has $649 per month for food and all other expenses.  A couple on ODSP with one child, receiving the maximum shelter allowance of $791, would receive a monthly cheque for $1738.

Does our government provide adequate resources for peoples’ needs, especially when they are unable to earn for themselves?  Is the solution more food available for distribution to those in need?  Vass Bednar, managing editor of Esurio Journal of Hunger and Poverty , published by the Ontario Association of Food Banks writes:
“Food banks do not .... pretend to be a solution to pervasive socioeconomic issues: poverty, income inequality, resultant hunger.  But they are …doing their best to provide nutritious and safe food in a safe way and with dignity to those who need it.  Many… food banks assume the dual role of lobbying and informing government as frontline workers. The nation’s food bank system is and was a largely unplanned one, emerging fairly spontaneously through community organizing based on observed needs”.  

And how these needs have grown.

In March of 2008, 704,414 Canadians turned to food banks for additional food needs; 37% of them were children under 18 and 50% were families with children.  Since 1997, the number of food bank users has not gone under 700,000 a month according to the stats of Food Banks Canada.

One surprising development is that a higher percentage of food bank clients reported employment as their primary source of income.  From a low of 11.9% in 2002, it increased to 14.5% in 2008.  In 2009, 19% of those seeking food assistance report they were working or were recently employed, still needing support from a food bank to supplement their income.   More people assisted by food banks are working but many jobs don’t pay enough to heat homes, cover the rent, clothe their families and provide three meals a day.  Canada has a shortage of stable, full-time jobs that pay livable wages.  So they make choices including using a food bank.

Do food banks create dependency?

In 1989 people using food banks numbered about 378,000.  Does our present food bank system that is supposed to be a mere safety net, actually create a dependence upon it by its patrons?

Food Banks Canada’s executives insist this is not the case.  They suggest hunger is a “solvable problem” and that increasing the income of Canadians living in poverty will allow low-income Canadians to put food on the table for themselves and their families.

Food banks do help put additional food on tables with enough items for 3-5 days.  The effort to support food banks is really a testimony to the compassionate nature of Canadians.  Unfortunately demand exceeds supply.  In fact the need is much larger than even the targets the food banks set.  Some suggest that if the people struggling to put food on the table turned up at the food banks, the real numbers would be four or five times greater. 

Whether or not food banks create dependency and I think they do, we definitely know there is a stigma attached to using a food bank in the first place.  It is very humiliating in an affluent society to admit needing to seek food charity.  There are many stories of parents trying to protect their children from knowing their parents have had to use the food bank.  They felt it was embarrassing and many would rather manage what they had than ask for charity. 

Asked how Food Banks Canada envisions eliminating the increased need for food banks, they respond that they have called on the federal government to create a strategy to reduce hunger.  Their suggestions to government to help solve the problem in the short term include:

· increasing the child tax benefit to $5,000 per child, per year

· ensuring funds allocated to the construction, maintenance and repair of social/affordable housing are being used fully and effectively

· increasing federal funding to repair and improve rural housing

· providing ongoing support to a system of  early learning and childcare that is affordable, inclusive and high quality

Underlying Values.

The food bank system as it stands keeps us from having starving people on the streets which only hides the reality of hunger and inequality.  The present system is not a permanent solution but until the government steps in to help the poor and vulnerable, food banks may well be here to stay.  Entrenched food banks speak about the compassion, caring and commitment of more privileged Canadians to not let people go hungry.  Canadians seem to have a sense of social responsibility and concern for those who cannot provide for themselves or their families.  What is needed is to figure how to increase support for people with desperately low incomes.  We need to put our social values in the ballot box so to speak, and entrench the idea that basic food is a right in our income support programs.  Donating food to food banks speaks of a value system that is precious but is not translated into the public sector.  This value needs to be more widely evident to prevent people from going hungry.  Do not those who bring food to the food bank outlets want to see governments provide income support to those who qualify for assistance so everyone has enough money to meet their basic food needs? 

Some Solutions

Many feel that restoring social assistance levels to the levels of the 1980’s and early 1990’s would be a step in the right direction.

Others believe food banks should expand their mandates beyond just providing healthful nourishment, and into the realm of middle-man to the provision of job skills and other requirements for those in need of a hand up.  Better coordination and communications between and among community service agencies is the strongest need according to John Campey of the Community Social Planning Council of Toronto;  

“Settlement and skills development/job training organizations identify access to food as an issue for their clients:  collaboration between organizations in the two sectors, so that they can take advantage of each other’s skills and expertise, should be encouraged by the agencies themselves, and by government funding practices that drive agency service provision”.

Food Banks Canada sees its role as working with government and other agencies to recommend policies and initiatives to address hunger and poverty.  They claim that many food banks provide more than food; offering referral and counseling services, housing assistance and working with clients to access employment and training services.  The provision of these adjunct services is the basis for the FBC placing their hopes in a bid to end hunger in Canada.  

Different Perspectives

The recession has been hard on food banks.  In Ontario there has been a decline in food donations to the amount of one million fewer pounds of food over the past year.  The poverty critic of the New Democrats found that 72,000-80,000 people accessing the food bank for the first time this past year “very disturbing”.  Tony Martin describes this as an unnecessary human tragedy getting worse with government inaction.  Katherine Schmidt, executive director of Food Banks Canada, urges Ottawa to provide more low-income seniors with a Guaranteed Income Supplement.  Diane Finley, Human Resources Minister, turns aside suggestions that a poverty strategy is needed, and instead says the Conservative government is doing its part by creating jobs through its economic stimulus plan.

This brief review of current facts and attitudes about food banks helps us to see that Canadian charity is the dominant value or virtue that drives the growth of food banks.  There is a need and our underlying compassion moves us to respond by accumulating and providing nourishment assists.  Unfortunately we see dependency increase among a segment that has come to consider food assistance their right as low-income recipients.  When we provide emergency food we are often enabling individuals to use what money they have for other commodities, sometimes street drugs, alcohol, cigarettes and so on that can have negative health effects and create other social problems. 

But what does justice demand?  

Charity and justice are often confused.  Here is a parable that revolves around these two concepts:

There was a village holding a social gathering one summer when a person noticed a baby struggling and crying in the river.  As someone rushed to save the baby, more babies were added, so the people tried saving the children.  As others became busy with the rescue efforts, two people went upstream to stop whoever was throwing the babies into the river.

As improbable as the tale seems, it does help differentiate between justice and charity.  Charity occurred when the townspeople put their efforts together to rescue the babies, while justice was being sought by the two folk who went upstream to stop whoever was throwing the babies downstream.

Justice refers to the concept of moral rightness while charity refers to giving help to those in need.  Charity deals with the immediate need while justice leans more to addressing the root cause of the problem.

In a government, charity is shown when a non-governmental organization creates a soup kitchen to feed the homeless, a food bank for the hungry or creates shelters to house those in need.  Justice on the other hand, veers toward the non-governmental organization that will call or write elected officials and request legislation that will lead to systemic change so issues like hunger and poverty will be resolved on a larger scale.  Charity addresses the immediate need while justice digs into the root cause of the problem.

I suggest we feel better when we can provide a direct response to suffering such as food banks to address hunger.  At the end of his book Hunger for Justice, Jack Nelson writes:

“Human hunger is a consequence of social injustice.  This hunger will be overcome to the degree that justice is built into the religious and social fabric of nations.”

What is required of us is to understand and pursue justice concerning the poor and marginalized among us.  We are invited to overcome the injustice at the root of the food crisis.  As we accept such an invitation, we will hunger and thirst for justice, living out our faith through our commitment to human liberation.
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