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FEATURE I Food banks

FOOD insecurity is significant and 
growing rapidly in the UK. 
According to the Trussell Trust, 

the country’s biggest food bank 
network, 1.6 million packs of food 
supplies have been given out in the 
past year, a 19 per cent increase on the 
year before. Many Salvation Army food 
banks across the territory – some 
partners of the Trussell Trust, but 
independently run – are helping people 
in need, providing non-perishable food, 
toiletries, nappies and even pet food.

Distributing food parcels is not a new 
phenomenon for The Salvation Army.

‘We’ve always given out food,’ says 
Preston Community Centre Co-
ordinator Claire Bowerman. ‘But in 
2010 we officially opened the food bank 
after noticing a growing need. Back 
then it was 30 bags a month, now it’s 
up to 1,000 bags with enough items to 
last between five and seven days.’ 

The summer months can be 
especially hard for families who usually 
benefit from free school lunches and do 
not have the income to cover additional 
meals. The food bank at Preston ran 
out of food over the summer holidays, 
says Claire.

There is a similar trend at Edinburgh 
Gorgie and New Addington food banks, 
which distribute up to 1,000 parcels 
and see between 60 and 200 families 
and individuals every month. Each 
parcel is packed by volunteers and 
contains three days’ worth of items; 
where possible, diets are taken into 
consideration. 

Most Salvation Army food banks 
require people to get a referral from 
agencies and organisations within the 
area, such as GPs, schools, children’s 
services or Citizens Advice. This allows 
for a mini-assessment of a person’s 
situation and avoids misuse of the 
service. However, people without one 
aren’t turned away.

‘At New Addington, we give out an 
emergency 24-hour food parcel to 
anyone without a voucher,’ says 
Community Service Co-ordinator 
Lesley Holland. This includes food for 
three meals.

‘We also give them a leaflet 
signposting them to where they can get 
a referral,’ adds Lesley.

The process is slightly different at 
Edinburgh Gorgie, which is part of the 
Trussell Trust network.

‘We pay a membership fee and follow 
their basic model of serving clients,’ 
explains corps officer Major Mark 
Gilden. ‘However, while the guidelines 
state everyone needs a referral and is 
allowed a three-time maximum usage 
of the service in a six-month period, we 
have the flexibility to offer help 
ourselves and can give more frequently 
if we feel that can make a difference. 
The whole idea is no one comes into 
our building hungry and goes away 
empty-handed.’

The reasons for people being in need 
can vary, from sickness, redundancy or 
debt to low wages, unexpected costs or 
rent arrears. However, more than half 
of Salvation Army food bank users 
need help because of issues with the 
benefits system, including universal 
credit. Introduced at the end of 2018, 
universal credit was designed to make 
claiming benefits simpler by merging 
six benefits, including Jobseeker’s 
Allowance and Employment and 
Support Allowance, into one payment.

Claire says its rollout in Preston has 
had a huge impact: ‘It’s just been 
horrendous. The number of people in 
need has doubled and we’ve seen 
more working families than ever before. 
It’s a real shame.’ 

Preston food bank also works closely 
with probation hostels in the area, 
providing food parcels for individuals 
released from prison while waiting for 
their universal credit to be processed.

‘Anyone who moves over to the new 
system – for a new claim or because of 
a change in circumstances – has to 
wait for their first payment, often for 
longer than five weeks,’ explains Policy 
Analyst Annie Dell (THQ). ‘There is 
also the second wave of people coming 
in after their claims are complete who 
are struggling to pay back the advance 
loan they received to help pay bills and 
cover other costs during that wait.’

 The stigma attached to using food 
banks can prevent people from seeking 
help. Some clients have postponed 
visiting food banks until the last minute, 
often skipping meals to feed their 
children or living without heating and 
electricity before they are willing to 
resort to requesting emergency food 
vouchers. 

‘A lot of these people are 
embarrassed and ashamed when they 
walk into the centre,’ says Claire.

‘They can be emotional,’ Lesley adds, 
‘but our team are well-trained in dealing 
with people in these situations and the 
overwhelming response from clients is 
how they were made to feel at ease 
and not judged.’

Born out of a desire to connect with 
the community, Edinburgh Gorgie food 
bank’s café-style approach aims to 
alleviate any anxiety service users may 
be feeling. Major Mark and his wife, 
Major Vicki, previously served in the 
USA Western Territory and had 
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experience with operating food 
banks there.

‘In the USA you might wait in a line 
or sign in and take a number – it’s 
clinical and institutional,’ he says. 
‘Our users come into the café, our 
volunteers give them a warm 
welcome and serve them a cup of 
tea and biscuit, they present their 
referral or have a chat, and while 
that’s happening, another volunteer 
will pack and bring out their food. We 
try to be as discreet as possible. 
Hopefully, they leave feeling valued 
and see God’s love through our 
actions, not just the things we say.’

This relaxed environment has 
allowed volunteers to identify ways of 
addressing some of the problems 
people are facing. Corps 
programmes such as debt advice, 
Employment Plus sessions, Families 
Anonymous, kids clubs and women’s 
groups have been introduced, many 
of them attended by food bank users.

In New Addington schoolchildren 
regularly visit the food bank for tours 
and to take part in role play, helping to 
break down misconceptions and 
remove the stigma around crisis food 
support. For users who are not sure 
what to cook with the items they’re 
given, Can Cook, a recipe book 
created by staff two years ago, 
contains recipes with meals made just 
from items in tins and packets. 

As well as donations from members 
of the community, churches and 
schools, strong corporate charity 
partnerships are vital. New Addington 
food bank has two collection points in 
the Selsdon and West Wickham 
branches of Sainsbury’s, which now 
have to be emptied twice a week. The 
West Wickham Sainsbury’s charity 
co-ordinator has been a key driver in 
raising awareness, often putting 
posters in lifts to remind customers of 
the things the food bank needs.  
Edinburgh Gorgie food bank, 

meanwhile, is supported by its nearby 
Tesco and Asda. 

Food banks, however, are not a 
long-term solution. The Public Affairs 
and Social Policy Unit will be 
engaging with members of parliament 
as part of their ongoing work on 
universal credit, to speak about the 
experiences of people they work with 
across the country. This will include 
campaigning on the impact of the 
five-week wait and the barriers 
vulnerable people face when moving 
to universal credit. The Salvation Army 
also backs the Trussell Trust’s 
#FiveWeeksTooLong campaign.

‘We want the wait to end,’ says 
Annie, ‘and for people to be able to 
access the support they need.’

‘‘ 

No one comes into 
our building and goes 
away empty-handed’’


