
 
 
 
Disclaimer:  These notes were taken by volunteers and they are not for 
quotation.  Thank you for your understanding.  
 
Food Banks: Part of the Solution or Part of the Problem 
 
Key Messages from presenters: 
 
Cathy Mah (Memorial University): Host 
 Food banks are institutions in the world of food security today. 
 
Shawn Pegg (Director of Research at Food Banks Canada): Food Bank History 

- More than 2500 food banks in Canada 
- 2000+ food programs on top of that 
- The further north you travel, the fewer programs/banks there are 

o Less resources to support them 
- Food Banks use are 20% higher this year (14 million visits in 2014) 

o Majority of people use the Food Bank for 6 months to 1 year  
- Use fluctuates with the economy (i.e. recession in 2009 caused an increase) 
*** Working to reduce the food-related costs in homes to help stretch their budget 
further 
- 52% Food focus programs (gardens, workshops), 39% skill building, 37% broad 

social service programs 
- Food donations come from 36% individuals, while only 5% comes from producers, 

manufacturers, distributors. 16% come from Food Banks Canada and provincial 
associations – smaller food banks 

o Large food banks 28% come from producers, mnufacturers, and distributors 
- Outside of Quebec and New Brunswick, there is little government funding 

  
 
Kathryn Scharf (Community Food Centres Canada): 

- Are food banks are a part of the solution or a part of the problem? Yes to both of 
those! 

- Can be part of the solution if… 
1. Tolerate ambiguity and keep the conversation open 
2. Look at systems 
3. Do good advocacy and work from the grassroots up 

- We are dependent as a society on food banks. There’re fluxes in the volume, but 
there are some consistent users. 

- The food banks cannot shift the root causes alone. 
- What problems are food banks fixing? 

o Cut off by moderator… summarize in 30 seconds 
- We have to be willing to be self-critical and tolerate ambiguity.  



- We will not accept unhealthy food, people need healthy food 
 
Val Tarasuk (PROOF): 

- Potential for food banks going forwards 
o Over 4 million people have food security, but less than 20% even use the 

food bank 
o We cannot differentiate from people who use and who don’t use food banks 
o They are the public face of hunger and define the nature of the problem and 

solution 
§ Hunger is the problem, food is the solution 

o Have done extraordinary work describing policy directions that causes 
people to use their services, but their advocacy has not been effective. No 
matter how good the policy work is, the message keeps getting diluted 

o We need effective policy action 
- 2/3 of Canadians who are food insecure are within the workforce 

o Work away from philanthropy (food drives) to building sustainable policies 
that address food security for their employees and taking care of their 
workforce 

- Private public partnership is important 
- We need to challenge the current situation, it’s not working, we have nothing to 

lose. 
 
Shawn Pegg 

- Less of an ability to depend on community, family, church groups or unions 
because young people are less likely to live in the community where they grew up. 

- Food Banks are a continuation of community assistance for individuals that need a 
hand 

- They need to work within a larger network (ie school food programs, shelters, 
community centres, disability centres….) without as much government coverage 

- There are barriers to making changes: 
o If an elected official increased social services too much, he wouldn’t be 

elected next time 
o Many individuals are conservative and don’t support these policies 
o Attitudes need to be changed  

 
 
Discussion Highlights 
 
Three things that food banks are 

Advocacy role, one of many organizations in a social network, they’re a powerful idea 
 
They take up a space of public imagination 
 
Politics, anti-poverty are difficult topics and journalists don’t know how to write that. Food 
banks are agents for change. 
 
It’s about food, but not about food at all? A major problem, how do we get more funding for 
just doing an ok job? How can we share the responsibility and with who? Food banks need a 
more robust mandate, but don’t want to overstep our boundaries in fear of losing current 
resources. 
 



Food Banks are not attached to political parties, it’s very dangerous when reports connect 
them with specific parties (recently NDP) and supporters were immediately writing saying that 
because of their political attachments they would lose their support. 
 
There’s a lot of shift going on globally (ie fisheries, eggs, land issues) and it’s time to take a 
critical look at food. Take a look at the quality of food. We need to take a look at how we 
advocate and can we do better? How can we start to shift conversations? We need to take a 
more asset based approach that has true impact on all levels.  
 
There is a fundamental disagreement on the approach to solve poverty and social assistance 
between the left and right wing views. Also it’s hard to compare urban to rural areas.  Should 
food banks stop claiming that they have the solution?  Are they being held to a different 
standard than other charities? 
 
It’s not fair to hold food banks up for not supplying the need. They operate by a supply system 
and without donors they have no capacity to help everyone’s needs. 
 
Food Banks Canada has done repeated polls to ask Canadians who is responsible for solving 
hunger and poverty. Canadians repeatedly say the government.  A government employee 
intervened to say that they relied on food banks to do advocacy and they should not be 
scared of the Canada Revenue Agency.  
 
There is an imbalance in the nature of charity. There is an imbalance in power. Charity is a 
gift making food less of a right.  There needs to be a less binary relationship between donors 
and recipients.  
 
A lively discussion to be continued!  
 


