“Dust ’em off, tape ’em up and
send ’em out; that’s what we do
here,” declared Linda Rogers,
about the goods that she and the
other volunteers were picking
through in the recovery room. She
should know after almost 18 years
of service to the Rhode Island
Community Food Bank.

A lot has changed in those
years since she started helping out
one night a week at its former lo-
cation in West Warwick (it moved
to Providence in 2003) but the
work is the same.

“Its still sorting food. That’s
what it’s all about,” she said.

That is what it’s all about, and the Food Bank has been providing
quality food to Rhode Islanders facing hunger for over 25 years. Hunger
has an impact on every single community in the state, affecting some

48,000 households.

Through its network of certified member agencies, the Rhode Is-
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and distributed $11 million in
donated food in 2007—approxi-
mately 8 million pounds. Food
insecurity is a growing problem.
Rhode Island’s rate of childhood
poverty is up to 21 percent, the
fastest growing in New England
and the third highest in the coun-
try among cities with a popula-
tion of 100,000 or more.

While the Food Bank has
been successful in distributing
food through a variety of over 300
agencies, including soup kitchens,
food pantries, shelters, group
homes and community action

programs, it has established other innovative programs as well.

The Community Kitchen, for example, is a job-training class for
people with few employment skills. Student chefs learn basic kitchen skills
to prepare them for jobs in the food service industry. As a part of their

training, students cook meals every day for the Kids” Cafe, which serves

land Community Food Bank provides a safety net for families in need
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healthy meals to children and provides nutrition education as a part of
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The staff and volunteers of the Rhode Island Community
Food Bank

their after-school activities. Kids' Cafe feeds more than 500 children at 12
sites in Providence and Newport.

But merely having food for everyone isnt enough, according to An-
drew Schiff, the executive director. “We're really trying to improve the
quality of the food,” he says, and the move into the expanded facility has
allowed them to do just that.

The Food Bank’s new home at 200 Niantic Avenue effectively dou-
bled the size of the West Warwick location. The ability to handle per-
ishable products, such as fresh vegetables, multiplied many times over.

The capacity to store perishable food led to the Community Farm
program in 2005, when a network of farms started growing and do-
nating fresh produce items to the Food Bank. A year after that, the
Neighborhood Pantry Express began delivering quality local fruit and
vegetables to the communities that need it most.

Using a farmers’ market approach, hungry people in high-need
areas of the state are given access to the most nutritious foods possible.
The seven farms around the state bring the concept of community-
based resources to fight hunger full-circle.

One primary empbhasis of the seven Community Farms is the use
of unused or underused land for the purpose of growing valuable fresh
foods. One farm in Cumberland connected with the Food Bank was
recently saved from development. “They were [going to] put up con-
dos,” says Frank Geary of the Historic Metcalf-Franklin Farm. “Three
years ago a group got together to buy the 1854 farm house and the 212
acres. We were successful in adding it to the National Register [of His-
toric Places].”

“We talk a lot with the Food Bank on what were going to grow.
They give us guidelines and we go with what we feel is easy to grow and
harvest,” adds Denise Mudge, the volunteer coordinator for the
Franklin Farm. They grow “spectacular” tomatoes, eggplant, basil, pars-
ley, cucumbers and yellow and acorn squash, using spring-fed water and
no pesticides.

A variety of people come to help out on the farm, from little kids
to seniors to people who just want to come after work. The focus is to
keep it sustainable by making it convenient for the volunteers.

“We have an open-door policy,” says Denise. “We know [volunteers]
can't always commit.” Every Monday and Thursday, from 5:30 M to
dusk, people can give a half an hour or an hour—whatever they can give.
“It’s a very friendly thing,” Frank added. “We've had such a great group
of people...and everybody who takes part in it feels good about it.”

One of the great things about the farm program is that it happens
in summer, the “forgotten” time of the year. “There’s seasonality to giv-
ing,” says Andrew Schiff. “We tend to get a lot of donations in No-
vember and December for the holidays. But summer is the low time
for us in terms of our inventory. Food donations are down; cash dona-
tions are down. With kids not eating meals in school, for our clients, it
can be the worst time.”

Even though the 2007 growing season generated over 107,000
pounds of fresh produce—a huge accomplishment—the Summer Food
Drive provides essential shelf-stable foods like cereal, pasta, rice and
canned soup or beans. Participants in the Summer Food Drive can or-
ganize local food drives in their neighborhoods or work places, and drop
off donations directly to the Food Bank.

Clearly, there’s huge community support for what the Food Bank
does every day. “People really identify with how difficult it must be
when a family has trouble putting food on the table,” says public rela-

tions manager Michael Cerio. “We're flexible with what we're able to do
with monetary donations, whether it’s a dollar, or five dollars, or five
thousand dollars. Everythings tight for everyone but people feel that the
little they may be able to give will make a big impact.”

“I'm really blown away by the different people who are involved
with the Food Bank,” adds Schiff. “It’s just amazing. From Johnson &
Wales to local food pantries and all their volunteers. It takes so many
people to make this work. But we really have amazing support through-
out the state.”

For Linda Rogers and her husband Bob, the Food Bank is a very
comfortable place. “The volunteers are wonderful people, and we really
enjoy each other. We have made lasting friendships. We've been fortu-
nate in our life, so it’s only fair if we can help this way.”

She pauses. “Everybody wants to be needed, I think. It’s a feeling
of, T can help. I can do something.” |2

David Rocheleau is a chef-educator, freelance writer and a culinary arts
graduate of Johnson & Wales University. He works for the Feinstein Com-

munity Service Center at the University.

Rhode Island Community Food Bank
200 Niantic Ave., Providence ® 401-942-6325 ¢ rifoodbank.org

Historic Metcalf-Franklin Farm
Denise Mudge, volunteer coordinator
142 Abbott Run Valley Rd., Cumberland ® dmudgel1@cox.net
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