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Abstract Amidst expanding interest in local food and

agriculture, food banks and allied organizations across the

United States have increasingly engaged in diverse glean-

ing, gardening, and farming activities. Some of these pro-

grams reinforce food banks’ traditional role in distributing

surplus commodities, and most extend food banks’ reliance

on middle class volunteers and charitable donations. But

some gleaning and especially gardening and farming pro-

grams seek to build poor people’s and communities’

capacity to meet more of their own food needs, signaling

new roles for some food banks in promoting community

food security and food justice. This article reports the

results of a national survey and in-depth case studies of the

ways in which food banks are engaging in and with local

agriculture and how this influences food banks’ roles in

community and regional food systems. The patterns it

reveals reflect broader tensions in debates about hunger

relief and food security.

Keywords Community food security � Food banks �
Gleaning � Gardening � Farming

Abbreviations

CSA Community-supported agriculture

WIC Women, infants, and children

Food relief goes local—so what?

Building off expanding interest in local food and agricul-

ture, in recent years food banks1 across the United States

have increasingly engaged in gleaning,2 gardening, and

farming. Journalists and hunger relief professionals have

touted these programs as innovative departures from food

banks’ traditional distribution of canned and boxed com-

modities (Harris 2005; Bratton 2008; Zezima 2008; Evans

and Clarke 2011; Santos 2011; Weise 2011). But are food

banks’ links and involvement in local agriculture really

transforming the overall quality of food they distribute?

And to what extent do these diverse gleaning, gardening,

and farming activities signal new roles for food banks in

community and regional food systems? Are these programs

changing food banks’ relationships with poor people in
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1 Food banks are nonprofit organizations designated by state

governments to distribute federal and state food aid to food cupboards

(also known as pantries and sometimes confusingly also called ‘‘food

banks’’), soup kitchens, homeless shelters, and other emergency food

and feeding organizations.
2 In general terms, gleaning refers to the collection of goods that their

producers or resellers cannot or choose not to sell. It most commonly

refers to the harvesting of crops from farmers’ fields, but also from

gardens and other sites.
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their cities and regions? Or are gleaning, gardening, and

farming programs perpetuating the ironies and inequities of

the emergency food system, for which scholars and activ-

ists have widely critiqued food banking?

In 2011–2013, we conducted a national survey and fif-

teen in-depth case studies documenting patterns and prac-

tices of gleaning, gardening, and farming by and for food

banks in the United States. Recording how much food these

programs were yielding provided a basic measure of how,

and how many, food banks are gaining a large share of food

from these sources. Visiting and interviewing the people

who run these programs allowed us to explore their moti-

vations, relationships with constituencies, and other ques-

tions related to their aims and operations. In this article, we

first review scholars’ and advocates’ critiques of food

banking, then discuss our findings, and finally consider

their political and practical implications for food banks’

roles in community food systems.3

Our findings suggest that food banks’ gleaning, gar-

dening, and farming programs are alternately challenging

and reinforcing longstanding patterns of food relief. Most

of the local produce obtained through these programs

effectively constitutes additional commodity surplus. This

enables some food banks to distribute more diverse and

nutritionally healthier foods as well as increase the total

quantity of food distributed. These programs change food

banks’ relationships with their suppliers, but not so much

with the recipients of their food. Most gleaning, gardening,

and farming programs perpetuate food banks’ reliance on

middle class volunteers and charitable donations. However,

some food banks are playing new and expanded roles in

building community food security and promoting food

justice, especially through programs that invest in building

poor people’s capacity to garden and farm (and cook)

themselves. This represents a significant departure from

most food banks’ traditional missions, operations, and

politics. It suggests various ways that hunger relief systems

have the potential to promote community food security

more broadly.

Food banks and community food security

Scholars and activists concerned with community food

security often celebrate strategies that deploy local agri-

culture to help feed and revitalize poor communities, but

rarely cast food banks as the drivers of this or other positive

changes. Rather, many have condemned food banks for the

roles they play in community food systems and the broader

food system. Food banks’ gleaning, gardening, and farming

programs challenge some of these critiques and assump-

tions, though they reinforce others.

Janet Poppendieck’s critique of food banking in Sweet

Charity (1999) has largely defined critical food studies and

community food security practitioners’ perspectives on

food banks. Exposing the ‘‘seven deadly ‘ins’’’ of ‘‘emer-

gency food’’—its insufficiency, inappropriateness, nutri-

tional inadequacy, instability, inaccessibility, inefficiency,

and indignity—Poppendieck (1999) argued that not only

did food banks distribute a bad mix of foods, but they also

did it in ways that reinforced the inequities and injustices of

the food system and society. By subsidizing mainly pro-

cessed, boxed, and canned commodity producers for their

mistakes (mainly over-supply or mislabeled goods), the

emergency food system benefits big industry and the

poverty-industrial complex of nonprofits at least as much

as it does poor people. Moreover, in a much-echoed cri-

tique, Poppendieck (1994, 1999) examined how food

banks’ reliance on upper income volunteers reinforces

public acceptance, even celebration, of a system that casts

the poor as dependent and passive recipients of charity and

diverts attention from more fundamental solutions to hun-

ger and poverty (see also Allen 1999; Fisher and Gottlieb

1995; Guthman 2011; Tarasuk and Eakin 2005; Winne

2008). As Mark Winne (2007) emphasized, ‘‘there is

something in the food-banking culture and its relationship

with donors that dampens the desire to empower the poor

and take a more muscular, public stand against hunger.’’

The commodity surplus distribution system that food

banks largely coordinate appears to fundamentally contra-

dict Hamm and Bellows’ classic definition of community

food security as a ‘‘condition in which all community

residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally

adequate diet through a sustainable food system that

maximizes community self-reliance, social justice, and

democratic decision-making’’ (2003: 37).4 Defining food

assistance ‘‘as that which the corporate sector cannot

retail’’ effectively precludes the food and social system—

and in practice also the diet—envisioned by community

food security advocates (Tarasuk and Eakin 2005: 177).

Even distributing local produce from big industry ties food

banks to the ‘‘conventionalizing, scale-inducing, structural

inequity’’ of the industrial food system, which ‘‘easily

morphs’’ local food ‘‘into a commodity’’ (DeLind 2011:

277). As long as food banks are synonymous with distri-

bution of surplus commodities, it is easy to cast their work

3 While this article presents a normative critique of this work, our

separate report on this research, aimed largely at food bank staff and

related practitioners, includes more detailed quantitative analysis as

well as case studies of the programs we visited (Vitiello et al. 2013).

4 Community food security differs from food security partly in that

(1) food security in the U.S. is measured at the household level, while

community food security encompasses the larger scale of a commu-

nity; and (2) community food security is viewed as a process of

seeking these goals as well as an end-state.
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as antithetical to maximizing justice, democracy, and de-

commoditization.

Food studies scholars and activists on the left regularly

acknowledge food banks as part of the food security

‘‘safety net’’; and community food security advocates

generally support linking sustainable agriculture and

fighting hunger. But rarely are food banks characterized as

engines of community food security and justice (see Allen

1999; Allen et al. 2003; Feenstra 1997; Fisher and Gottlieb

1995; Gottlieb and Joshi 2010; Hamm and Bellows 2003;

Levkoe 2006; Poppendieck 1999; Wells et al. 1999; Winne

et al. 1997; Winne 2008). Beyond arguments for a stronger

welfare state and more equitable distribution of income and

wealth, advocates commonly focus on smaller organiza-

tions such as community kitchens, gardens, farms, and food

centers owned and operated by poor people building food

sovereignty.

But is it time for community food security advocates to

embrace or at least explore if food banks can be potential

engines of the changes we want to see in community food

systems? Have food banks’ local agriculture programs

begun to effectively answer some of our critiques? Have

the fruits and vegetables they yield substantially changed

the mix of food that food banks distribute, and the ways

this food is produced, distributed, and consumed? More

profoundly, are gleaning, gardening, and farming programs

enabling food banks to transcend their traditional roles as

distributors of surplus commodities? Are they changing

food banks’ relationships with middle class volunteers and,

most importantly, with people who are poor and hungry?

Ultimately, are these programs promoting community food

security and justice?

There is little literature on food banks’ local agriculture

programs. Some case study research has examined glean-

ing programs, often using ethnographic methods to exam-

ine how they operate (Evans and Clarke 2011; Hoisington

et al. 2001; Molnar et al. 2001). Some scholars have

explored their dependence on middle class volunteers

(Poppendieck 1994, 1999; Tarasuk and Eakin 2005). But

researchers have not yet documented nationwide patterns

in food banks’ involvement with local agriculture, nor have

researchers assessed the impacts and implications of vari-

ous types of gleaning, gardening, and farming programs.

We sought to capture these broad patterns as well as the

ways in which these programs are departing from food

banks’ traditional roles to promoting community food

security in more meaningful ways. In our assessment of

these programs, we operationalize the goals and standards

of community food security—maximizing self-reliance,

justice, and democracy—in terms of the ways in which

food programs build poor individuals’ and communities’

capacity to meet more of their own food needs. Poor

people’s active participation in these programs—as

growers, harvesters, distributors, and chefs, beyond being

recipients of handouts—was one key variable by which we

assessed them (though we did not measure the quality of

anyone’s participation). We also noted whether programs

were investing in (1) building individual human capacities,

for example in people’s food production, processing,

preparation, consumption, or other life or job skills; and (2)

the physical infrastructure of disadvantaged communities’

food systems, for instance via support of home and com-

munity gardeners, seed banks, and farms.

Methods

We chose to study food banks (as opposed to cupboards or

other small organizations) because they present opportu-

nities to consider how hunger relief systems can be trans-

formed at a large scale, that of the city, region, or nation.

Food banks’ methods of counting the food they distribute

are also standardized, though their ability to tally the food

in their local agriculture programs varies greatly. We

defined ‘‘local’’ as food produced in programs run by food

banks or food sourced directly from producers in food

banks’ own region or state (and in some cases adjacent

states). We focused on fruits and vegetables, though many

food banks distribute local venison donated by hunters and

some (mainly in Texas) have distributed meats from

industrial processors.

The programs we identified and included in our universe

constitute the main ways food banks attain produce from

local agriculture. They are:

• Gleaning: Volunteers, nonprofit staff, or farm workers

harvest vegetables and fruit that farmers or gardeners

do not want, in the field or sometimes from farmers

markets. This food is distributed to food banks, member

cupboards and feeding programs, and sometimes to

volunteers who do the picking.

• Grow-a-row: Gardeners or farmers plant and harvest

rows, plots, or fields of vegetables for donation to food

banks, member cupboards, and feeding programs.

• Garden support programs: Food banks support com-

munity, school, and home gardeners in poor and middle

class communities, providing education, materials such

as seedlings and soil, as well as outlets for donated

produce.

• Gardens and farms: Food banks often have gardens at

their facilities and sometimes own farms. Staff and

volunteers tend and harvest these sites, some of which

include gardener and new farmer training programs.5

5 We distinguish farms and gardens in this paper by whether the food

bank calls a site a farm or garden. The main distinction between food

banks’ farms and gardens is that most of the farming programs sell
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• Direct sourcing: Some food banks contract with

farmers for single crops or to supply a mix of food

for weekly distribution to food banks or directly to low-

income households.

Although we did not count them in our tally of programs

and food, we also documented how some food banks

process, preserve, and prepare food that they grow or glean,

typically in their own kitchens and sometimes in the con-

text of cooking education and food service worker training

programs.

Our research consisted of two parts: (1) a national sur-

vey of gleaning, gardening, and farming programs run by,

or that worked directly with, food banks, and were active in

2011; and (2) in-depth case studies that included site visits

to 15 organizations and in-person interviews with 27 staff

members at those organizations (mainly executive directors

and program directors).6

The national survey consisted of web-based research

and follow-up emails and phone calls to food banks, in

three stages. First, we reviewed the 2011 directory of

Feeding America, the trade association that includes most

of the larger food banks in the United States (202 in 2011),

identifying food banks that reported their garden, farm, or

gleaning programs. Additionally, we screened the websites

of the remaining members of Feeding America to identify

additional food banks with such programs that had not been

captured in the directory. Our second phase involved

working with our partner organization, SHARE Food

Program, and Hunger Free Pennsylvania to identify addi-

tional food banks that were not affiliated with Feeding

America. The third phase consisted of a snowball sample,

developed by asking each individual we contacted at food

banks and their partners about other programs we had not

yet identified.

We collected standardized information via Internet

review, email surveys and/or telephone calls to all food

banks noted to have farming, gardening, or gleaning pro-

grams. That basic information included:

1. Confirmation that the program(s) existed;

2. Characteristics and types of gleaning, gardening, and

farming programs;

3. Number of pounds of local produce yielded or

distributed in 2011;

4. The total amount of food distributed by the food bank

that year.

This data supports our analysis of national patterns of

production and distribution. Ample room for error exists

both in our identification of food bank programs and in

food banks’ tallies of produce from these programs.

However, the food banking sector’s standardization of how

food banks count pounds of food and other information

they report for reimbursement from federal and state food

programs, and to Feeding America, helps control for this

error.

For the in-depth case studies, we selected a sample of

twelve food banks and three nonprofit gleaning organiza-

tions that distribute to food banks. In choosing cases, we

sought a wide range of gardening, gleaning, and farming

programs in different regions of the U.S., with different

operations as well as local climates and agricultural bases.

They provide a diverse, fairly representative cross-section

of programs in terms of geography, size, and type of local

agriculture work. Site visits involved in-depth interviews

with multiple staff, visits to local farms, gardens, and

gleaning sites, and participation in some gleaning and

gardening activities.

Our interviews examined the history and operations of

each program. We asked about how each program works,

including details of the production and distribution chain.

We asked about the program’s mission, participants, and

outputs, among other questions. We also asked if the

leaders of those food banks were aware of other food

banks’ local agriculture initiatives as well as their own

plans and ideas for the future. The paragraphs that follow

provide an overview of the patterns from the national

survey and then the details of the case studies and other

programs we found.

National patterns

We identified 115 organizations with relevant programs in

the U.S.—90 food banks, nine state associations of food

banks, and 16 other nonprofit organizations. These orga-

nizations altogether run 73 gleaning programs, 65 gar-

dening programs, and 21 programs operating or partnering

with farms. Almost half of the members of Feeding

America were involved in local agricultural programs in

some capacity, as were other smaller, non-member food

banks.

In total, the programs we identified tallied more than

274 million pounds of local fruit and vegetable production

and distribution in 2011, but most of the volume was

concentrated in a small number of food banks. At most

food banks, produce that comes directly from local farms

and gardens accounts for a small proportion of the total

food they distribute, typically about one percent. However,

we found seventeen food banks that grew and sourced over

Footnote 5 continued

some of their harvest, often through farmers markets or mobile

markets run by food bank youth or job training programs, whereas the

great majority of the gardening programs do not sell their harvest.
6 Our citations of interviews aim to illustrate the prevalence of

certain findings from those interviews, i.e., how many interviewees

noted particular things.
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five percent (and thirteen of those over ten percent) of their

total food directly from local agriculture, mostly through

large-scale gleaning (Table 1).

By volume, commodity surplus from industrial agri-

culture dwarfs other sources of local produce distributed by

food banks and their member agencies. By far the greatest

amounts of fresh fruits and vegetables sourced directly

from local growers to food banks—almost 97 percent of

the total we counted—are harvested through gleaning

programs that distribute millions of pounds. Most of this

produce comes from big commercial farms (over half in

California) and is picked and packed by their workers. A

smaller portion of the total, still millions of pounds, is

gleaned by legions of volunteers, often from churches. A

small number of food banks also harvest and source large

amounts of ‘‘first pick’’ produce from their own and nearby

farms. In garden support programs, however, most of the

harvest goes unrecorded because only a small proportion is

passed through food banks themselves, and when it is

counted the amounts tend to be small.

The geography of food banks distributing larger pro-

portions of local produce varies, but certain patterns

emerge. Food banks in affluent suburbs in Chester County,

Pennsylvania, West Chester and Long Island, New York,

Ann Arbor, Michigan (Food Gatherers), and Santa Clara/

San Mateo (Silicon Valley) and Orange County, California,

have combined gleaning, gardening, and farming programs

to make local fruits and vegetables between 13 and 50

percent of all the food they distribute to the relatively small

proportion of area residents in poverty. Yet wealthy com-

munities are not the only ones to achieve such high per-

centages, as food banks in poorer cities and rural regions

have too, including in Tucson, East Texas, Raleigh, and the

Blue Ridge region of Northwest Virginia. (Food banks in

Cleveland and Detroit distribute large amounts of produce,

though they do not record what proportion is local).

Even among food banks distributing large proportions of

fresh local food, the number of pounds of local produce

distributed per person receiving food at member agencies

fluctuates (as noted in Table 1, the total amounts of food

and numbers of recipients vary considerably between food

banks). The typically modest amounts of fresh local pro-

duce per person in most cases are often distributed

unevenly among member agencies, especially to those with

greater refrigeration and distribution capacity. Even at the

cupboards and other feeding organizations with the greatest

amounts of produce, often only some of the people they

serve receive these fruits and vegetables. And in every

region the seasonality of local agricultural production

creates variation across the year.

Table 1 Food banks with local produce amounting to more than 5 % of their total food distribution, 2011

Food bank Fresh local produce as

% of total food bank

distribution

Fresh local produce

distributed (lbs)

Fresh produce per

person (lbs)**

Blue Ridge Area Food Bank, VA 52.0 3,860,000 26.5

Second Harvest Food Bank of Santa Clara

and San Mateo Counties, CA

49.2 22,000,000 52.8

Inter-Faith Food Shuttle, NC 41.0 3,000,000 4.5

Food Gatherers Food Bank, MI 39.9 1,933,496 44.0

Cleveland Food Bank, OH* 26.2 8,600,000 38.4

Island Harvest, NY 22.2 1,800,450 6.4

Chester County Food Bank, PA 21.7 259,800 2.5

East Teas Food Bank, TX 14.5 5,520,000 30.2

Second Harvest Food Bank of Orange County, CA 13.5 3,176,163 14.3

The Food Bank for Westchester, NY 12.9 773,000 9.5

Mid-Ohio Food Bank, OH 12.0 4,014,000 16.2

St. Mary’s Food Bank Alliance, AZ 11.5 7,350,339 32.7

Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona, AZ 10.3 2,467,845 11.0

Gleaners Community Food Bank of Southeast Michigan, MI* 7.6 2,453,687 24.2

Arkansas Foodbank, AR 6.0 833,000 5.0

San Antonio Food Bank, TX 5.7 2,514,934 10.9

Food Bank for New York City, NY 5.5 3,705,116 1.3

Sources: Author’s research and the 2011 Feeding America member directory

* This figure includes both gleaning and wholesale purchases, between which the food bank does not distinguish in its record-keeping

** This column shows the amount of fresh local produce distributed by the food bank per person (‘‘client’’) receiving food from the food bank’s

member agencies across the entire year 2011
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Over 85 percent of the food banks and allied organiza-

tions involved in fresh produce distribution rely upon

volunteers donating time or food in some or all of their

local agriculture programs, suggesting that most of these

initiatives do not challenge or diminish food banks’

dependence on these forms of charity. Mostly middle class

volunteers plant, weed, and harvest food banks’ own gar-

dens, participate in grow-a-row donation programs, or

glean fields or backyards. Gardening, gleaning, and a few

farming programs have created new volunteer opportuni-

ties quite different from packing and moving boxes in

warehouses, energizing old volunteers and attracting new

ones to food banks (or to garden for food banks they never

visit). Some people even pay for the experience of gleaning

for food banks.

While commodity surplus and middle-class volunteers

figured largely in our findings, we also found over 40 food

banks that involve and support poor people in growing,

processing, preparing, and sometimes selling their own

food. These food banks’ and their partners’ investments in

programs in which poor people play active roles generally

reflect goals that are distinct from their other local agri-

culture programs.

In interviews, food bank staff reported diverse motiva-

tions for starting and expanding their different local agri-

culture programs. They consistently cited the rise in

poverty and demand for food relief since the mid-2000s,

and the increasing efficiency and diminishing surplus from

industry, as impetuses to seek new sources of food (inter-

views 1–3, 5–7, 11–20, 25–27). They broadly shared an

aim to diversify the mix of foods they distribute beyond

canned and boxed commodities, increasing the volume and

share of fresh fruits and vegetables, including ‘‘the leafy

stuff’’ that is least shelf-stable (interview 6), and thereby

promoting healthier diets (interviews 1–8, 11–24). Some

food bank staff noted they gained greater control over their

supply of food by running their own farms or contracting

with farmers (interviews 1–3, 5–7, 9, 12, 14, 22, 25–27).

Other interviews revealed certain food bank leaders’

desire to do more than change the nature of the food they

distribute: to alter their relationships with the people they

help feed, and to transform the roles their organizations

play in community food systems—as one executive

director put it, to ‘‘go beyond the old business of cans in,

cans out’’ (interview 1). Often, they cast gardening, farm-

ing, and some gleaning programs as better positioned than

the commodity surplus system to address the roots of

hunger. Food bank staff whose gardening and farming

programs are aimed centrally at participants from low-

wealth communities aspire to support poor people’s skill

building to gain greater control over their own food supply.

Some also seek to encourage active lifestyles among the

poor in their community, school, and home gardening, and

some farming and gleaning programs (interviews 1–3, 7, 8,

12–14, 21–26).

The wide range of motivations, operations, and outputs

and outcomes in our sample is evident in the cross-section

of gleaning, gardening, and farming programs profiled

below. Within each of these categories, too, these programs

are diverse.

Gleaning

Field gleaning has transformed the mix of foods distributed

by an increasing number of food banks. Gleaning is an

ancient tradition, a key part of the agricultural poor laws of

the Bible. But unlike ancient and feudal traditions in which

the poor gleaned farmers’ fields and could decide whether

and how to eat, donate, or sell the food, today mostly

middle class volunteers and farmworkers do the work of

gleaning for food banks. However, some exceptional

gleaning programs involve people who receive food

assistance in connecting with their sources of food and

building their capacity to provide for their own food needs.

While the great majority of food (and of produce)

‘‘gleaned,’’ ‘‘recovered,’’ or ‘‘salvaged’’ for most food

banks comes from wholesale terminals and supermarkets,

in some parts of the United States field gleaning has scaled

up substantially, especially as food banks and their state

associations have connected with corporate farms. In 2012,

the California Association of Food Banks’ Farm to Family

program distributed 127 million pounds of fresh produce to

41 food banks around the state, aggregating donations and

paying growers to cover added costs, mainly for packing

(see California Association of Food Banks n.d.; 2011).

Similar gleaning programs operate in Arizona (18.5 million

pounds in 2011), Texas (13 million), Ohio (26 million,

though much of this is from wholesalers), and smaller

programs in Arkansas (1.2 million), Colorado (1 million),

and Kentucky (almost 1 million). More are starting up in

other states, inspired by the work of their peers.

Some longer-established volunteer and corporate

gleaning programs operate independent of but in partner-

ship with food banks. The Society of St. Andrew, founded

in 1983, marshals over 30,000 volunteers annually, 110 per

gleaning event, mainly from churches but also from the

Boy Scouts and other groups, especially in the Southeast

but as far west as the Rockies. In 2011, it distributed almost

27 million pounds of produce, mostly potatoes. Ag Against

Hunger, based in Salinas, California, and founded in 1990,

aggregates donations from over 50 growers and shippers

whose workers glean in the fields and packinghouses. It

also organizes teams of volunteers to glean on alternate

Saturdays from April through November. It consolidates all

this produce at a central cooling facility and then distrib-

utes it to food banks—8.4 million pounds in 2011. Ag
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Against Hunger also trades some of this food with pro-

grams in other regions of California and Arizona, to gain a

more diverse range of produce across a longer season, a

pattern also evident within Arizona, Oregon, and Mary-

land. These supply chains and the mix of farmworkers and

middle class volunteers who harvest the food represent

common patterns in gleaning from commercial farms for

food banks.

Many food banks run their own gleaning programs, and

some of these achieve a large scale of distribution, too. The

St. Mary’s Food Bank Alliance in Flagstaff, Arizona, for

example, distributed over 7.35 million pounds of produce

in 2011, 11.5 percent of all the food it gave out. Much of

this came from Arizona’s state program, while St. Mary’s

own Citrus Gleaning program registers and picks trees in

home gardens, sending the harvest to the Sun Orchards

company to make juice that the food bank then distributes.

Most food bank gleaning programs rely on farmworkers

and middle class volunteers, but prisoners also figure

prominently in some programs. The Association of Arizona

Food Banks, Maryland Food Bank, and the Arkansas

Hunger Relief Alliance use inmates to glean farmers’

fields. The Arkansas program, which is run in collaboration

with the Society of St. Andrew, deploys prisoners as its

main source of labor.

Although the large gleaning programs discussed above

account for the great majority of produce sourced directly

from regional farms to food banks, other gleaning pro-

grams run by or tied to food banks operate differently and

promote distinct politics of food. Some food banks

encourage cupboards and their clients to participate in

gleaning, and some connect their member feeding organi-

zations to farmers markets, urban farms, and other sources

of fresh, local produce to glean in their neighborhood.

Also, individuals across the country have established an

increasing number of small nonprofit gleaning organiza-

tions that donate their harvest to food banks and member

agencies. They glean from farms, community gardens, and

especially backyard fruit trees in cities and suburbs.

Neighborhood gleaning organizations that partner with

food banks typically deploy middle class volunteers,

though in different ways. Village Harvest in San Jose

(203,000 pounds in 2011) and the New Orleans Fruit Tree

Project (10,000 pounds) recruit volunteers to harvest from

willing tree owners’ backyards. Food Forward in Los

Angeles (350,000 pounds) began in 2009 by recruiting

volunteers from the mainly middle class networks of Cra-

igslist and the local Slow Food chapter. In addition to

volunteer ‘‘picks,’’ Food Forward advertises picks for pri-

vate groups, for a fee, as an alternative to conventional

corporate picnics or birthday parties, selling the experience

of doing meaningful work in the fields and an optional trip

to a food pantry (interview 8).

Some programs that involve poor people in gleaning and

processing the harvest promote food justice and commu-

nity food security more directly and explicitly. The Port-

land Fruit Tree Project is, in the words of its founder, Katy

Kolker, ‘‘a unique urban twist on traditional gleaning’’

(interview 21). The organization reserves half of the vol-

unteer slots in its ‘‘harvest parties’’ for low-income indi-

viduals or people living with food insecurity; and its

‘‘group harvests’’ are exclusively for clients of hunger

relief organizations with which it partners. People take

home half of what they glean, typically about 5 pounds per

person, delivering the rest directly to food cupboards; and

they also use some of the fruit in food preservation

workshops. They gleaned 67,000 pounds in 2012, though

the goal of the program is not simply to get fruit into the

emergency food system. It also aims to give people the

experience of harvesting and preserving their own food,

building knowledge and skills for increased self-suffi-

ciency. In addition to gleaning and food preservation, the

organization plants community orchards and offers work-

shops on fruit tree care, aiming to influence other parts of

the food chain and community food security (interview 21).

These sorts of activities are more common among smaller

urban agriculture and community food institutions than

among big food banks. Food bank gardening and farming

programs more often involve poor people more actively

than gleaning programs.

Gardening

Food banks operate and partner with a variety of gardening

programs. Most take the form of grow-a-row donation

networks among middle class gardeners or food banks’

own gardens tended by middle class volunteers. Yet a

growing number of food banks are running community,

home, and school garden support programs, often aimed at

engaging poor people in producing (and processing,

cooking, and eating) their own food. These programs typ-

ically yield relatively small amounts of food across a

limited growing season, though their goals differ from

those of the large-scale gleaning programs that prioritize

volume.

Two grow-a-row programs, the Garden Writers of

America’s Plant-A-Row for the Hungry and AmpleHar-

vest.org, link tens of thousands of home and community

gardeners in every state to thousands of food cupboards. In

2011, Plant-A-Row tallied over two million pounds of

donated vegetables and fruit and AmpleHarvest.org close

to fifteen million, dispersed widely in mostly small

amounts. Many food banks also run their own grow-a-row

programs. Second Harvest of the Inland Northwest in

Spokane, Washington, boasts the nation’s largest Plant-A-

Row program at a food bank, counting almost 285,000
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pounds donated from gardeners, farms, and farmers mar-

kets in 2011 (though other food banks typically classify

farmers market donations as gleaning instead of ‘‘grow-a-

row’’). This amounted to about 1.7 % of all the pounds of

food distributed by the food bank.

Many food banks combine grow-a-row donations with

the harvest from their own production gardens, which are

typically small. Harvesters Community Food Network in

Kansas City, Missouri, has a garden at its warehouse and

partners with a network of gardens and garden centers

around the city. These sites yielded nearly 40,000 pounds

in 2011. This yield is the median average among food bank

gardening programs we found (the mean average is

143,000 pounds, much higher due to exceptional yields

from some programs).

Demonstration and teaching gardens operated by food

banks generally produce less food, but they aim to involve

poor people more than most grow-a-row programs and

production gardens at food bank warehouses. The Oregon

Food Bank in Portland, for example, runs a five-week

beginner gardening series for adults with the state exten-

sion service and operates two Learning Gardens (one with

an adjacent middle school). These gardens yielded 17,000

pounds of fresh produce in 2011, but they supported more

home and community garden production by poor people as

they distributed seedlings through cupboards and other

partner agencies (interviews 19, 20). FOOD for Lane

County, across the state in Eugene, runs three growing

sites, from which it counted over 75,000 pounds and

operated diverse educational and food distribution pro-

grams: the 2.5 acre GrassRoots Garden, with a city com-

post demonstration site, outdoor kitchen, and workshops by

food bank staff and master gardeners; a 1-acre community

garden where neighbors and students from nearby schools

grow and learn about food; and a 3.5 acre youth farm,

home to the food bank’s teen job skills program which

operates a community-supported agriculture (CSA) pro-

gram and two produce stands. These programs engage a

mix of middle class and poor constituencies; and they build

a variety of skills for food production, consumption, and

related social, economic, and ecological literacies.

An increasing number of food banks have developed

programs offering material as well as technical support to

home and community gardeners, mainly in poor commu-

nities, at a large scale. The Atlanta Community Food Bank

supports over 100 community gardens linked to cupboards

and other community organizations. The food bank helps

find land and organize neighbors to start gardens, in addi-

tion to supplying seeds, tilling, tools, and volunteers for

garden maintenance and harvest days. The large Tapestry

WIC (Women, Infants, and Children) garden is the only

garden where the food bank records the harvest (over

106,000 pounds in 2011). The From the Ground Up

program at the Capital Area Food Bank in Washington,

D.C., teaches partner agencies’ staff and clients about

gardening, sustainability, and food justice (interviews 22,

23). In its first year, 2011, the home gardening program at

the Food Bank of Santa Barbara, California, provided some

4,000 people with training and materials. It also started

community-based seed banks and a seed library at the food

bank’s warehouse.

Some food banks have established gardens with other

institutions that serve poor people at a city or countywide

scale, including affordable housing and school systems.

Food Gatherers in Ann Arbor, Michigan, started commu-

nity gardens at thirteen affordable housing sites, where it

also runs health, nutrition, and leadership programming

and a farmers market where some residents sell their har-

vest. In addition, the food bank operates its own half-acre

farm and supports gardens at about thirty churches (inter-

views 12, 13). The Chester County Food Bank adopted a

strategy to transform school food in the poorest districts of

Pennsylvania’s wealthiest county through gardening and

sourcing and processing locally grown produce. It estab-

lished gardens and related curriculum at thirty schools and

an education center for students, teachers, and the public at

the county-owned Springton Manor Farm, where the food

bank’s outdoor classroom offers workshops on gardening

and nutrition. In the food bank’s well-equipped kitchen, it

makes value-added products from the school garden har-

vests and other locally sourced produce, including dried

fruit, soups, tomato sauce, and other foods that are incor-

porated into a backpack program at schools and daycare

centers as well as senior boxes and meals on wheels pro-

grams. While Chester County Food Bank’s large sourcing

of food from local farms is what enables it to substantially

change the food in school cafeterias, its engagement of

students and teachers in the entire food chain aims to

influence people’s ‘‘food skills and literacies’’ and ‘‘the

culture of school food’’ (interviews 1–3).

Farming

Programs that involve food banks in farming or connect

them to local farms for more than gleaning are less com-

mon and generally newer, compared to gleaning and gar-

dening programs. Some focus on sourcing from local

farms. Other food banks have hired staff farmers to run

their own farms, sometimes operating youth, refugee, or

other workforce development programs, and sometimes

supporting community and home gardeners. These pro-

grams address a wide range of goals.

A few food banks purchase large amounts of fruits and

vegetables from small local producers, often on contract.

The Maryland Food Bank contracts with two farms to grow

about a dozen acres of the crops which member agencies
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and their clients demand most, an approach common

among food banks contracting with farms. The Lowcountry

Food Bank in Charleston, South Carolina, purchases food

from small-scale, minority farmers at prices that aim to

ensure farmers a decent wage. The leaders of the Chester

County Food Bank—in a suburban county with acute

development pressures, much sprawl, and an active farm-

land preservation movement—view the food bank’s con-

tracts with over 40 vegetable, fruit, and dairy farms,

coupled with its farm auction purchases, gardening pro-

grams, farms, and staff farmer, as investments in the via-

bility and preservation of a rich local agricultural heritage

(interviews 1–3, 27).

Links to local fruit and vegetable farmers have inspired

changes in the distribution systems of food banks. Some,

including Gleaners in Detroit and the Food Bank for New

York City in Harlem, have developed CSA programs.

These often operate alongside local fruit and vegetable

distribution to cupboards, where food banks have invested

in cooling equipment to handle perishable produce, and

also sale at farmers or mobile markets.

Some exceptional food banks deploy farming to

explicitly promote food justice and challenge the tradi-

tional culture and systems of food banking. Inter-Faith

Food Shuttle in Raleigh, North Carolina, runs two farms

and helped start, purchase, and sustain seven community

gardens, including growing spaces for recent immigrants

and others who have struggled to access land. Its farms and

gardens host its Youth Agriculture Training Program,

Young Farmer Leadership Program, and a Regional Out-

reach Training Center run in partnership with Milwaukee’s

Growing Power. Inter-Faith connects some of its graduates

to the Craft-Up program, in which young farmers intern

with experienced farmers, supporting the preservation of

small- and mid-scale farming in the region. ‘‘Food doesn’t

fix the problem’’ of hunger, says director and co-founder,

Jill Staton Bullard, in explaining why the food bank got

into gardening, farming, and cooking with people experi-

encing food insecurity (interview 14).

The Community Food Bank of Southern Arizona in

Tucson runs two ‘‘community farms’’ of about three acres

each, a program for home gardeners, and a demonstration

and market garden. Its farms and garden honor the area’s

native peoples through plantings and events, host youth

programs that operate farmers markets, and are tied to

community organizing, cooking, and nutrition programs at

the food bank’s community food center (interviews 24, 25).

Similarly, the New Hampshire Food Bank operates three

farms, one with a small farm business incubation program

for refugees resettled by the food bank’s parent organiza-

tion, Catholic Charities. Some of the harvest is incorpo-

rated into the food bank’s culinary training program.

Through these sorts of youth and workforce development

programs, some food banks have diversified their com-

munity development activities and their roles in the food

system.

A new politics of food banking?

The various local agriculture programs discussed above

have divergent implications for food banks’ roles in com-

munity food systems. Most of the gleaning programs

essentially extend the commodity surplus system and often

the inequities associated with it. Most of the gleaning and

gardening programs reinforce the charitable model of food

banking, with its reliance on middle class volunteers and

donors. But some gardening, farming, and a few excep-

tional gleaning programs allow food banks to take on new

roles in community food systems, including meaningful

investments in promoting food justice and community food

security.

Large-scale gleaning programs have dramatically

transformed the variety and nutritional quality of the food

that some food banks distribute. This alone is an important

change. The recent replication of these programs in many

states—along with food banks’ adoption of nutrition poli-

cies and investments in nutrition education—suggests that

many food banks are getting better at promoting dietary

health. This, in a sense, constitutes a relatively new and

constructive role for food banks.

However, the ways the large gleaning programs attain

fruits and vegetables are problematic from a community

food security perspective, as they reproduce the familiar

inequities of the emergency food system and industrial

agriculture more generally. By extending the commodity

surplus system to the fields and packinghouses of corporate

farms, these programs further enrich big corporations

through direct payments and tax write-offs for their dona-

tions.7 They reproduce the everyday problems of working

conditions and wages in industrial agriculture, and in some

states they are part of the prison-industrial complex. While

some may be tempted to view inmates’ involvement as a

restorative act, for both prisoners and the communities they

are helping to feed, their work is neither entirely voluntary

nor substantially remunerated.

In one of the greatest ironies we found, Arizona’s

statewide program gleans blemished produce arriving from

Mexico at the Nogales border crossing, taking food grown

in a poorer country, often on farms owned by U.S. com-

panies. Food banks then distribute it to poor people in one

of the states most invested in restricting poor Latin

Americans’ migration to seek opportunities in the U.S. The

7 Tax write-offs enable corporations and individuals to decrease the

amount of taxes they pay to government.
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inequities of the North American Free Trade Agreement,

which restricts the movement of people but not goods, thus

extend beyond the private market to implicate the food

relief system as well.

Neighborhood gleaning programs appear less problem-

atic, though their reliance on middle class volunteers and

philanthropy reinforces the charitable mode of food bank-

ing and also keeps the means of production and distribution

out of the hands of the poor. Some middle class gleaning

and gardening programs share the widespread irony in

community food programs that often espouse radical pol-

itics but resort to charitable models that reproduce

inequality. For example, Food Forward originated when its

founder, working with migrant workers in California,

realized that most farmworkers could not afford the pro-

duce they picked. While this origin story rooted in a food

justice critique is an important part of the organization’s

identity, it operates with middle class volunteers and

markets the experience for corporate retreats and school

trips in ways that seek to make those volunteers and paying

customers feel good about their charity.

The Portland Fruit Tree Project is an important counter-

example to the great majority of gleaning programs, as it

involves poor people centrally in its work, though it is

exceptional and also run by a partner organization, not a

food bank itself. In another ironic twist, though, much of its

staff is made up of AmeriCorps volunteers making modest

stipends, while Food Forward has created full-time jobs

with living wages. This reflects broader patterns charac-

teristic of local food and agriculture nonprofits with largely

middle class versus poor constituencies.

Most food bank gardening programs, too, reinforce the

charitable model of food relief, but those gardening and

farming programs principally involving poor people rep-

resent an important departure from this. Through programs

that provide material, educational, and other technical

support for poor people in gardening and farming, food

banks are promoting community and household food pro-

duction, workforce and small business development, and a

variety of life skills and literacies. The farmer and culinary

worker training programs at some food banks even address

the critique of community food security advocates who

view employment and increased wages as the true solution

to hunger. Ultimately, these gardening and farming pro-

grams involving poor people arguably constitute food

banks’ greatest investment in building communities’

capacity to meet their own food needs, and the greatest

departure from the commodity surplus and charitable sys-

tems of food banking.

Gardening also sometimes transforms the roles of middle

class volunteers, whose service to the poor takes on new

meanings (beyond donating food or money) when it

involves teaching in educational programs or informal

support of fellow community gardeners. Food bank staff

reported that garden support and education are among their

most popular programs, often helping catalyze both poor and

middle class participants’ deeper involvement in community

food systems. These findings are consistent with other

research on community gardening and gardeners’ donations

to food relief, which has found that growing and distributing

food strengthens community capacity and networks of social

and economic support, including but beyond food produc-

tion and distribution (Alaimo et al. 2010; Blair et al. 1991;

Feenstra et al. 1999; Helphand and Lawson 2011; Levkoe

2006; Vitiello and Wolf-Powers 2014).

However, it is important to recognize the limits of food

banks’ small farming and community, school, and home

garden support programs for meeting poor people’s

immediate needs and promoting community food security

over the long-term. In light of the vast demand for food

assistance, these programs are no substitute for commodity

surplus programs, volunteer support, and donations. Gar-

dening and farming complements but does not replace most

of the canned and boxed starches, proteins, and other cal-

ories distributed by food banks. Gardening at a large scale

is also not a realistic strategy for all people who experience

food insecurity, due to factors ranging from time con-

straints to land access. Similarly, not every cupboard,

homeless shelter, or soup kitchen will be a viable place to

garden or farm, depending on their organizational capacity,

location, and focus of their work. But many poor people

and feeding organizations are good candidates to grow

their own food, as illustrated by the larger garden support

programs run by food banks.

The variety of food banks’ local agriculture programs

also suggests a range of potential policy and system

changes, from corporate to charitable to radical. The cor-

porate gleaning programs clearly improve emergency food

itself, injecting substantial proportions of fresh fruits and

vegetables into federal and state distribution programs; and

they could do so beyond the regions where they have

already scaled up. Some food banks have set specific tar-

gets for the percentage of fresh and local food they dis-

tribute, suggesting that state and federal policies and

programs could, too. Changing the metrics that matter to

food banks (largely pounds distributed) is challenging;

however, teaching and supporting poor people to provide

for more of their own food needs has potential to play well

in political circles where reducing dependency is a priority.

Programs profiled above offer examples of how food pro-

duction and distribution systems can be transformed to

provide more healthful, fresh food to poor people, and to

grow people’s capacity to cook and eat it, whether or not

food banks go beyond the commodity surplus system.

Those gardening and farming programs that promote

community food security exist in an unusual but growing
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political space for food banks. The small amounts of food

tallied by these programs help explain why several food

bank staff reported finding limited interest in this work

among other food banks, especially after answering their

questions about how many pounds they generate. Con-

versely, the same staff, whose programs explicitly promote

food justice and sovereignty, noted difficulty in getting

community food security advocates excited about their

work, due to suspicion of the food banking industry

(interviews 26, 29–31). These disconnections and missed

opportunities are familiar in the politics of food and hunger

(Campbell 2004). Yet the work of an increasing number of

programs suggests that a new politics of food banking is

possible.

Conclusion

Parsing the various paths taken by food banks’ local agri-

culture programs reveals a great variety of approaches,

politics, and implications for improving the emergency

food system. Corporate gleaning programs distribute the

greatest amounts of food, but also reproduce familiar iro-

nies and injustices of food relief and industrial agriculture.

Gardening programs and neighborhood gleaning expand

food banks’ reliance upon middle class charity. But many

gardening programs also involve poor participants in

meaningful ways, and some explicitly promote food sov-

ereignty and build individual and community capacity.

Some food banks have become citywide community and

home garden support organizations, managing networks of

community gardens and distributing thousands of potted

tomatoes and other vegetables through cupboards. Farming

and culinary training programs have given food banks even

more diverse roles in community and economic develop-

ment and attendant opportunities to transform food relief

systems. While the numbers of pounds of food point to the

dominance of the commodity surplus system, particularly

in the big statewide gleaning programs, the thousands of

gardeners, the smaller number of farmers, and a handful of

food justice programs we found illustrate that food banks

can assume new roles in community food systems.

These findings suggest that no longer should we exclude

food banks from our visions of community food security.

But they also indicate that it remains important to be dis-

cerning as we assess the outcomes and implications of food

banks’ local agriculture work for social justice. Still, the

recent growth of gardening, farming, and gleaning pro-

grams that involve poor people and promote food justice is

a hopeful sign that food banks and the food relief systems

they largely orchestrate can become more effective agents

of community food security.
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