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Beyond the Food Bank 
by Brahm Ahmadi and Chri,stine Ahnt 

aThe gift whose source is justice is 
greater than the gift from charity. II 

- KAHLIL GIBRAN 

I
n 2002, 3 5 mi ll ion people in the United States- the 

world's richest nation and largest food exporter-wor
ried about where their next meal was coming from. 1 The 

facts that over one in ten fellow citizens did not have enough 

food to lead an active, healthy life and that 1.26 mi ll ion 
more families worry about food than in 20002 would com
pel any compassionate American to want to find a real and 

lasting solution to our growing hunger crisis in the U.S. 

But pol itica l and business leaders and social se rvice 

institutions continue to offer piecemeal and oftentimes self
serving proposals for ending hunger. The Bush administra
tion's latest proposal is the Good Samaritan Hunger Relief Tax 

Incentive Act3, which would expand tax deductions already 
given to corporations, farmers, and restaurants donating to 

food banks:1 The argument is that if we could salvage at least 
one percent of the 96 billion pounds of food Americans throw 
out each year, we could give it to the hungry in this country5 

Such proposals won't end hunger- in fact, ending hunger 

Participants in Garden-Raised Bounty's (GRuB) Cultivating Youth 
Employment Program sell organic produce they have grown. 

isn't really what they are about. Although food banks are a vital emergency and safery net that keeps the hunger crisis at bay by 

providing food to people who would otherwise go hungry, they cannot address the root causes that perpetuate and exacerbate hunger 
in America today. Instead, our growing reliance on food banks may distract us from finding lasting solutions to the hunger crisis. 

As food insecurity has increased in the United States, the demand for food banks and the pantries and shelters they serve has also 
developed and expanded. In 1979, America's Second Harvest had thirteen food bank members; now there are approximately 200 
affiliates in its network.6 

According to a twenry-ftve-ciry survey conducted by the U.S. Conference of Mayors {USCM), requests for emergency food grew by 17 
percent in 2002 alone.7 In a similar study in 2000, the USCM found that demand grew by 23 percent.8 In both studies, 14 percent of 

those seeking food and help were turned away due to lack of resources-and in both studies the leading cause of hunger was unemploy
ment or low-paying jobs, followed by expensive housing costs. 

Dumping Food: Strategy for Corporate Savings 
There is a dark secret behind food banks' charitable image: they provide huge tax windfalls-and great public relations hooks-for 
some of the country's most powerful food companies. Second Harvest 's affiliates distribute food to more than 50,000 food pantries and 
hot meal programs, which feed 23 million people each year9 In 1976, the federal government gave non-chapter S corporations {those 
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that sell stock to the public and have more 
than fifteen stockholders) a deduction from 
their taxable income for donations to chari
ties. Corporations can deduct half the differ
ence between the product's manufacturing 
cost and its fair market value, with the total 
deduction capped at twice the production 
cost. 1° Food companies like ConAgra and 
Get\etal Mills send Second Harvest their sur
plus food-much of it either damaged goods 
that would otherwise be thrown away or test 
products such as highly refined drinks and 
snacks-and reap a substantial tax benefit. 

Deb Keegan, head of marketing at Second 
Harvest, explains their approach in obtain
ing donated food from corporations. "We 
needed to market ourselves not as a char
ity but as a business, because I assumed 
companies ... give because of economics. It 
saves them money." 11 In a survey of its ten 
largest donors, Second Harvest found that 
"All companies agreed that their disposition 
decision was based first on economics," and 
90 percent cited tax benefits, ease of the 
system, and reduction of disposal costs as 
reasons for donating.12 

Neat as the system may appear, an emergency 
food structure based on large, mostly corpo
rate donors' needs rather than those of hungry 
people is prone to certain flaws. For example, 
the poor nutritional content of donated food 
through Second Harvest has prompted criti
cism from its affiliate food banks, which pay 
transportation costs from the corporate donor 
location to the food bank warehouse. After 
ten years of being affiliated, the Food Bank of 
Southern California in Long Beach cut their 
ties with Second Harvest over items supplied, 
like lingerie. ''At first we just laughed about it, 
but then we started receiving more and more 
things that were absolutely useless--wallpa
per, glue, plumbing things, and diet aids," said 
John Knapp of the Long Beach food bank.13 

Second Harvest says they have little control 
over what manufacturers donate14, though 
one positive trend should be noted. Of the 
279 million pounds of food and grocery 
products Second Harvest received in 2003, 
25.5 percent was fruits and vegetables, knock
ing snack foods and cookies--the longstand
ing number one food donation-to second 
with 13.6 percent. Coffee, soda, water, and 
other nonalcoholic beverages came in third 
with 11.8 percent.l5 

Corporations' donations to the food bank 
system also buff their public image, divert
ing attention away from their violations 

of food safety, labor, and environmental 
regulations and other bad behavior. For 
example, the three largest meatpacking 
companies--ConAgra, IBP, and Excel-are 
all major food donors whose slaughter
house working conditions are unpleasant 
and dangerous. Heavy machinery and a 
mandate to keep production as high as 
possible combine to produce a high rate 
of injuries-injuries that are too often 
overlooked by foremen, or that result in the 
termination of the worker. 16 

The federal government, even while slash
ing antipoverty programs, also donates 
millions of pounds of food per year bought 
from big agribusinesses to protect them 
from plummeting prices· due to overproduc
tion. In 1981, the New York TimeJ reported 
that the federal government was storing 
777 million pounds of nonfat dry milk, 
544 million pounds of cheese, and 274 
million pounds of butter at a cost of $36 
million a year to store the surplus dairy. 
This triggered public outrage that led the 
government to donate 30 million pounds of 
cheese to food banks. 17 (That year President 
Reagan and Congress cut one million peo
ple from the Food ·stamp Program.) Since 
then, food banks have become another 
facet of an agricultural policy that supports 
the largest growers through major subsidies · 
while extinguishing small family farmers in 
the U.S. and globally.18 

Focus on Charity: 
A Distraction from the 
Root Causes of Hunger 
Poverty, not scarcity, is a key reason why over 
23 million Americans seek emergency food 
each year. In 2003, another million slipped 
below the federal poverty line, according to 
the latest U.S. Census report, bringing the 
total to 3 5.8 million people. 19 Thirteen mil
lion American children have to skip a meal 
daily because their parents -many of whom 
work-can't afford to buy sufficient food 
for their family in addition to rent, utilities, 
medical care, and transportation. 

Because people no longer grow their own 
food, they are entirely dependent on an 
unjust corporate food industry that contin
ues to underserve low-income people. As 
food production and distribution is increas
ingly consolidated in a few corporate hands 
and governed by corporate-dominated mar
ket forces, the working poor, with shrinking 
buying power and no means of producing 

food for themselves, have less and less 
access to a variety of healthy foods. 

In such a scenario, food pantries, soup 
kitchens, and school lunch and breakfast 
programs provide food for people without 
sufficient income. The crisis of millions 
of hungry Americans doesn't get solved. 
Rather, recipients get locked into a cycle of 
dependency. The sheer numbers of people 
chronically dependent on uemergency" food 
services perpetuates the need for their exis
tence, and fuels their expansion. 

Food banks now play a key role in address
ing the chronic low income of 23 million 
Americans. But our government-subsi
dized food aid system is simply applying 
a band-aid to economic insecurity. Food 
banks were set up to provide emergency 
food-not to supplement low incomes 
month after month. 

Alternative Approaches to 
Ending Hunger 
It is time to look beyond food banks to find 
solutions to this country's hunger crisis. 
A more robust and more equitable food 
system is needed to expand alternatives to 
food give-away programs-wholesale or 
subsidized food outlets, community gardens 
and kitchens, and alternative buying clubs 
could as easily be government subsidized. 

Throughout history many people have been 
able to produce sufficient food for them
selves, even though they may have been 
poor. Poverty and hunger do not necessarily 
correlate when a poor person has the ability 
to produce food. A contemporary example 
of this historical truth is Cuba, where 
people are poor but have significant access 
to food through local production, with 
easy access to seeds, fruit trees, and techni
cal assistance. This effort has succeeded in 
Cuba because of strong governmental sup
port. In the U.S., grass.roots organizations 
are ·springing up to help poor Americans 
produce their own food, often with little or 
no government support. Here are a few: 

• The Homeless Garden Project 
in Santa Cruz County, California, 
employs and trains homeless people 
within a community-supported organic 

garden. Clients receive a steady wage, 

learn and practice organic agriculture, 
and get to take food from the garden to 

feed themselves. 








